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This dissertation analyzes aural literacy, or learning by hearing, in late medieval 
English literary works by Geoffrey Chaucer, Thomas Usk, and Margery Kempe. 
Aural literacy enabled late medieval people to engage with the literate tradition by 
adopting short, formulaic phrases such as proverbs, parables, and sermon stories. 
These phrases, or shared sayings, became part of a common hoard of aural resources 
widely available to many due to the late medieval practice of reading texts aloud. 
Shared sayings’ conventional uses joined their speakers together into rhetorical 
communities, or groups of people with similar ideas as to how these sayings 
functioned in the world. Rhetorical communities offered a platform for contested and 
divergent ways of speaking that threatened these conventional uses, as late medieval 
speakers turned shared sayings to their own purposes, provoking angry resistance in 
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The frontispiece of Corpus Christi College Cambridge MS 61 (fol. 1v) shows 
a figure, perhaps Chaucer, reading aloud from a manuscript to a listening audience 
that encounters the text aurally, through hearing. Chaucer’s aural reading of his works 
may be the only aspect of this frontispiece that is not fictitious; though some of his 
works can be connected to members of the aristocracy, it is more likely that Chaucer’s 
most proximate audience was comprised of the esquires, knights, and civil servants 
with whom he shared similar social standing, rather than the courtly audience 
represented in the frontispiece.1  As some have noted, Chaucer is not even holding a 
book in the image, though in situations of public reading, of course, he would have 
done so (Pearsall 70). Public reading was a widespread practice in late medieval 
England, as audiences heard a wide range of works read aloud, from literature to 
public writs. Though the frontispiece represents an author prelecting his writing to a 
listening audience, its iconography is in fact based on many similar portraits of 
preachers prelecting to their audiences (Pearsall 71). Late medieval public reading 
extended well beyond the reception of literature and into the reception of biblical 
materials, such as scriptural quotations and stories, as well as instructional materials 
composed by clerics. A wide range of late medieval people would have heard a 
variety of kinds of texts read aloud. 
Scenes like this have often been interpreted in light of the medieval 
transformation from orality to literacy, with public reading considered an intermediate 




however, that late medieval public reading was no mere transition point on the road to 
literacy; it was a widespread means of interacting with texts in a manner that mixed 
oral and literate registers, and as such, it shaped and was shaped by late medieval 
culture well beyond its literate circles. Joyce Coleman has coined a name for this third 
category that draws on orality and literacy yet differs from both: she calls it aurality.2 
She defines aurality as the reading aloud of texts to one or more people. Coleman 
establishes that in fourteenth and fifteenth-century England, aurality was the favored 
avenue for the apprehension of literary works among the upper and upper-middle 
classes. But its importance extended beyond this and into many other realms, as 
public proclamations were written down and read aloud, as courts wrote down and 
read aloud their proceedings, and as preachers carried handbooks full of proverbs, 
wise sentences, and stories to read aloud—or to memorize and retell—to their flocks.  
It was in part through the post-Lateran IV move to educate both the laity and 
the clerics who would be their teachers that such short, pithy, memorable sayings 
spread beyond literate preserves through aural means, as when Margery Kempe 
speaks sermon exempla she would have learned from clerics back to those clerics 
themselves. I call these types of short, formulaic utterances “shared sayings,” and 
these sayings are local instances through which I analyze two broader phenomena in 
late medieval culture—phenomena that I call “aural literacy” and “rhetorical 
community.” Aural literacy, the ultimate target of this dissertation, is the learning of 
shared sayings through hearing: for instance, Margery Kempe’s acquisition of 
Scriptural quotations through conversations with religious figures.3 Learning through 
hearing constituted a widespread means of access to literate culture for those who 




hearing in the late Middle Ages, as university classrooms depended on the prelection 
of texts before listening audiences. Individuals gained in aural literacy when they 
acquired the short, formulaic utterances that I call shared sayings: prayers intoned in 
church and in song schools; antifeminist proverbs recycled by clerics and authors; 
parables and sermon stories repeated by preachers and laypeople alike. Because of the 
important role these types of speeches played in the church, each carried conventional 
uses that were understood by and available to various groups of people. These 
conventional understandings connected people together into what I call “rhetorical 
communities,” defined as groups of people that held similar ideas as to a shared 
saying’s function in the world.4 In this project, shared sayings work as local instances 
that illuminate the shifting and contested membership of rhetorical communities as 
such communities come into being by virtue of aural literacy.  
The spread of shared sayings from literate readers to their audiences provides 
a ground for better understanding late medieval texts, which both represent aural 
practices and are in part constituted by them. The works I analyze here—including 
Chaucer’s Prioress’s Prologue and Tale, the Wife of Bath’s Prologue, Thomas Usk’s 
Testament of Love, and The Book of Margery Kempe—were guided by aural 
principles of composition, in that they were written to be read aloud; they also show 
characters such as the Wife of Bath learning biblical quotations, for instance, through 
hearing her cleric husband read them aloud. Aurality served as the foundation of 
medieval learning in homes, schoolrooms, and universities, as the Prioress’s Tale 
makes clear, for instance, in the chorister’s learning religious texts by rote from a peer 
who learned them by rote from a literate, clerically trained schoolmaster. Aural 




participated in literate culture, using their powers of aural literacy to engage in verbal 
competitions and to write their own texts, critiquing and revising literate culture in the 
process. 
I argue that in the late medieval literary works I discuss, shared sayings 
acquired by aural literacy become a means by which purposeful speakers arrogate 
cultural authority to themselves, bending these sayings to fresh - and often quite 
personal - uses. In this, these literary works reflect larger changes afoot in late 
medieval England, including the loosening of clerical prerogatives of literacy, the 
increasing numbers of laypeople with access to written practices through books of 
hours or scribes for hire, and most importantly the laity’s increasing claims on and 
participation in religious language and ritual. Because their authors were laypeople 
who made use of shared sayings in writing, these literary works both represented and 
participated in these changes. Aural literacy would also have played some role in all 
of these authors’ acquisitions of shared sayings in the first place; Margery Kempe’s 
stock of common textual phrases came to her largely through hearing, while Thomas 
Usk, the lay scribe, went to his death repeating the penitential psalms.5 Even Chaucer 
would not have possessed in writing the great number of texts that found their way 
into his works, doubtlessly learning some by ear and acquiring others through the 
intermediate role of florilegia, which drew shared sayings together for convenient use 
by speakers and writers.  
As the laity claimed commonly available utterances, they arrogated them to 
their own purposes – purposes that were informed by yet divergent from their prior 
uses. Because these sayings were rooted in clerical culture and especially in clerks’ 




contexts; uses which then became available to their lay speakers. Those who 
understood the conventional uses of shared sayings formed rhetorical communities. 
All of the shared sayings I discuss – including proverbs, parables, apostrophic 
prayers, and sermon stories - came to have or were represented as having commonly 
understood uses in late medieval England. Proverbs denoted communally accepted, 
authoritative truths; parables made their speakers the possessors and interpreters of 
hidden knowledge; apostrophic prayers linked their speakers and listeners together in 
common feeling against an absent third; sermon stories taught moral lessons. These 
common understandings emerged as the result of the flowering of medieval rhetoric in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with its emphasis on formulaic phrases used for 
formulaic purposes. These purposes informed the speech and writing of churchmen 
who were trained in the rhetorical tradition and who came to hold shared 
understandings as to the functions of each type of shared saying as a result. As these 
churchmen used shared sayings for similar purposes in their sermons, the laity also 
came to understand their conventional functions, shifting the boundaries of the 
rhetorical community’s membership. The works that I discuss show that laypeople 
understood and used shared sayings according to their conventional functions, as the 
rhetorical communities around these sayings expanded beyond the clergy to include 
lay members. Yet these lay speakers also departed from conventional uses, leveraging 
their rhetorical understandings for their own benefit. 
Throughout the works I examine, I find aural literacy represented as a 
condition of rhetorical strength, an enabling knowledge that canny speakers could use 
to exert verbal power over others. In the late Middle Ages, a period that saw the 




individuals the ability to create their own written texts, to converse with literates, and 
even to gain the upper hand over literates in rhetorical arguments. At this time, 
writing had not reached the ascendancy it has today, and was in many cases viewed 
with distrust and skepticism (Clanchy 294-327). The special force of shared sayings 
resided in their availability for oral contestation and their simultaneous evocation of 
literate, rhetorical authority. These sayings mixed oral and written registers in a 
manner that drew strengths from both. As I will show, the texts I discuss do 
acknowledge the weaknesses inherent in aural literacy: namely, the challenges posed 
by lack of access to writing in a culture in which writing was becoming increasingly 
important. But they also depict their protagonists’ aural strategies as superior in some 
respects to those of book-bound clerics, especially in their creative flexibility and 
their wide-ranging and strategic uses of the teeming stock of shared sayings available 
for re-speaking. At the same time, speakers’ uses of these sayings have the power to 
provoke hostile and violent responses from others, pointing to the battles waged over 
appropriating speeches of this type in late medieval England.  
Aural literacy holds a crucial - and understudied - place in accounts of the 
historical relationship between orality and literacy. The interactions between oral and 
literate practices apparent in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries informed and were 
informed by larger changes that would eventually culminate in such watersheds as the 
success of print. Yet these watersheds were less radical departures from what came 
before and more continuations of the broader changes of which aural literacy was a 
part. The success of print was rooted in late medieval textual practices that 
encompassed both clergy and laypeople. As D.H. Green has noted, “only the winning 




proposition” (279). One important vehicle in this persuasion of laypeople to reading 
was aural literacy, which constituted a widespread form of lay access to written texts 
that was at work before most laypeople gained direct access to those texts. In making 
religious sayings commonly available for lay use and distributing both Scripture and 
religious authority more widely among the people, aural literacy participated in wider 
patterns of change that would eventually contribute to the Reformation, with its 
guiding idea of unmediated access to Scripture for all.  
The Reformation was anticipated in some respects by Lollardy, the heretical 
movement in England that criticized and resisted clerical mediation of Scripture. 
Many Lollards quoted and preached Scripture freely, in some cases possessing copies 
of the Bible; underlining their verbal performances of Scripture was the impulse to 
correct clerical abuses and gain direct access to God. Aural literacy played a large role 
in Lollard education, as Lollards taught religious sayings by hearing.6 Though the 
laypeople I discuss may be considered Lollard in their style, poaching on clerical 
preserves in their quoting of Scripture and in some cases turning the shared sayings 
they gained against their clerical teachers, their aural literacy in fact protects them 
from charges of Lollardy.7 Margery Kempe, for instance, may be considered quite 
orthodox in her aurally literate practices: she gains the phrases of Scripture she speaks 
through the clergy, by listening to their sermons and speaking with religious figures in 
long, edifying conversations. Aural literacy was, after all, fundamentally connected to 
the church’s post-Lateran IV program to educate the laity. Still, the very process of 
learning by hearing obscured the source, leading to blurred boundaries between 
Lollard and orthodox pedagogies; sayings could be gained by hearing laypeople as 




the laity undoubtedly intertwined. The divergent purposes to which joint utterances 
could be turned mark the contestation inherent within common languages, which 
because of their communal nature are inherently vulnerable to contestation, while also 
indicating the fracturing of communally sanctioned phrases into multitudes of 
different mouths with the spread of such sayings into new articulations by new 
speakers. 
Most importantly, attention to aurality revises what has often been seen as a 
teleological development from orality to literacy in which literacy is considered the 
more advanced stage of thought and culture. As Joyce Coleman has pointed out, 
approaching medieval texts from the perspective of aurality corrects the grand 
narrative of literacy’s triumph over orality: the idea that in the late Middle Ages 
outmoded oral elements contaminated a more sophisticated literate system, which 
eventually overwhelmed them (Public Reading 1). Rather, aurality was a fundamental 
and vibrant part of late medieval culture, deserving of attention in its own right, and is 
represented as such in its literature. Ruth Finnegan has argued against the “Great 
Divide” theory of the shift from orality to literacy, suggesting that the interactions and 
different sorts of mixtures between the two deserve further consideration.8 Though 
Walter Ong’s work has been fundamental to all subsequent studies of orality and 
literacy, his notion of the “oral residue” in written texts has allowed critics to dismiss 
phenomena such as the shared sayings I discuss as just that – an oral residue deposited 
in written texts, a trace presence of older oral practices – without further considering 
the interactions between orality and writing that these sayings might entail, though 
Ong identifies this area as one that deserves much more investigation (Orality and 




orality and literacy has contributed to a lack of attention to the middle ground between 
the two, as it presents a typology of oral versus literate characteristics (Ong Orality 
and Literacy 31-114). 
Ong’s Orality and Literacy was published in 1982, and was followed in 1984 
by a lesser-known but key article in which Ong in fact argued for the importance of 
that middle ground for understanding late medieval literature.9 Ong suggests that 
“literary history must show some awareness of orality-literacy interactions” 
("Medieval Textualization" 1). Though he does style these interactions in terms of 
“oral residue” in this piece, he draws attention to some crucial arenas of interaction 
between orality and literacy, including the reading aloud of manuscripts in groups or 
alone, the way that medieval literary texts often sound like proclamations and oral 
exchanges, and the formulaic phrases that suffuse this literature ("Medieval 
Textualization" 1-3). Moreover, he asserts that “academic orality-literacy mixes could 
affect even the unlettered by a kind of cultural osmosis” ("Medieval Textualization" 
3), though here he in fact discusses the opposite situation, pointing especially to the 
rhetoric studied by literates to suggest that rhetoric might enhance the devices that 
literates inherited from oral composition. He argues that the prayers and apostrophes 
in Anselm’s works, for instance, are “essentially mini-orations” ("Medieval 
Textualization" 4), identifying their status as oral devices undergirded by the written 
rhetorical tradition. He does not, however, explicitly suggest that illiterates might gain 
access to literate practices through such mixed modes as aurality.  
Other key works have also touched on issues related to aural literacy. Brian 
Stock’s work on “textual communities,” in which laypeople formed communities 




addresses aural literacy, as not all of the members of these textual communities were 
literate (Implications; Listening). Michael Clanchy’s landmark study of the rise of 
written records in the British Isles likewise traces the mingling of oral and written 
modes, pointing to the continued trust in yet declining use of oral testimony over 
written in the court system well into the fourteenth century. This study adds to these 
works by targeting one specific yet capacious form of interaction between orality and 
literacy: the shared sayings that created rhetorical communities via aural literacy. In 
doing so, it positions aurality not as a middle ground between orality and literacy, but 
as a third ground that served as a foundation for late medieval textual practices, 
participation in which aural literacy made available to a wider range of people. 
In light of the pervasiveness of public reading in late medieval England, 
shared sayings offer fertile local instances to explore the way that utterances in 
general are held in common by speaker and hearer or writer and listener. M.M. 
Bakhtin has suggested that any utterance is always held in common by its speaker and 
listener (99); V.N. Volosinov further develops this idea to state that “the word is a 
two-sided act; it is determined equally by whose word it is and for whom it is 
meant…it is a product of the reciprocal relationship between speaker and listener…a 
territory shared by both addresser and addressee” (Volosinov 86). Paul Strohm has 
discussed the relevance of these ideas to the literary work, which can be conceived as 
a communicative bridge between writer and audience, rather than a one-way 
transmission from one to the other (Social Chaucer 49-50). Utterances at the level of 
sentences or long poems are the joint property of their speakers and hearers, a 
common territory between the two. Shared sayings offer an intensified instance of this 




England, characterized by the circulation of fragmentary sayings learned by hearing 
rather than by the rapid proliferation of complete texts characteristic of the print and 
electronic ages. Because these fragmentary and partial sayings were jointly shared by 
their speakers and audiences, listeners could take utterances from their speakers’ 
mouths and harness them for new purposes. 
The flows of shared sayings from those who spoke them to those who repeated 
them were manifold during this time: from clerics to the laity, from lay speakers to 
other lay speakers, from parents to children, from schoolteachers to pupils. The 
sayings I analyze here, because they are rooted in the Bible and in clerical writings, 
all had textual substrates which were sometimes more proximate to and sometimes 
more distant from the act of utterance and its repetition. Not all shared sayings did 
carry such textual substrates: utterances such as popular proverbs or popular songs, 
for instance, likely circulated free of textual foundations (though, as Natalie Zemon 
Davis points out, by the late fourteenth century popular proverbs had been 
appropriated by clerical writers and so took on a textual life of their own) (232). All 
of the shared sayings I examine here, however, have their roots in prelection; that is, I 
explore the process by which speakers learn shared sayings by hearing written texts 
read aloud or spoken from memory. This is due to the fact that all of the shared 
sayings I discuss in this dissertation are grounded in the Bible or in clerical writings, 
which means that they have textual substrates. As indicated above, many other 
potential areas of analysis for shared sayings exist, including instructions from parents 
to children, but these lie outside the scope of this project. In this dissertation, I trace a 




writings via aurality to the laity, and the laity’s re-use of those originally textual 
sayings for creative and self-serving purposes in their own speech and literary writing. 
This approach also reframes key debates within the field of medieval 
literature. Reading for shared sayings and the practices of aural literacy has the 
potential to cast new light on old disagreements rooted in characters’ self-serving uses 
of these sayings. The texts I discuss have been the subject of bitter divisions over 
what has been perceived as the characters’ self-interested twisting of received verbal 
materials; these texts’ literary merit has also at times been questioned or dismissed as 
the result of critical perceptions of inconsistent or inappropriate voicing. Both of these 
phenomena, however, are products of the larger pattern I identify in which these texts 
are implicated in the growing availability of shared sayings acquired through aural 
literacy and re-spoken for a great variety of individual purposes. For instance, 
Chaucer’s Prioress has alternately been considered either a model of piety or 
histrionically sentimental on the basis of the prayerful apostrophes in her prologue 
and tale. These apostrophes are in fact shared sayings, which the text represents as 
drawing on conventional understandings of the apostrophe’s effect: that of binding the 
speaker and hearer together into common feeling. However, the text also shows the 
Prioress bending these types of sayings to new and contested uses: a bid for a pilgrim 
dinner as the prize for rhetorical success in the tale-telling competition. Critical debate 
over characters’ personalities can be better understood as a function of competing 
uses of shared sayings when divergent uses of these utterances are housed within a 
single text and even a single speaker.   
Implicit in my approach, then, is a methodology that takes shared sayings as 




this, I further a recent critical trend that argues that in medieval literature, speech may 
be considered to precede the speaker, rather than the other way around: that speakers 
in medieval literature are in effect created by internally diverse sayings used for 
competing purposes. This approach counteracts a long history of reading characters’ 
speeches as evidence of their personalities, rather than reading utterances in terms of 
their actions and effects within and outside of literary texts. The idea of reading the 
Canterbury Tales, for instance, from the viewpoint of characters has a long history in 
the field, beginning with the writing of George Lyman Kittredge at the turn of the 
twentieth century, who conceived of the Canterbury Tales as a roadside drama played 
out by a series of dramatis personae, the pilgrims, who tell tales that illustrate their 
characters, their psychologies, and their inner motives and feelings.10 This way of 
reading assumes that speakers precede and create speech, rather than that speech 
precedes and creates speakers. It was not until the 1950s that E. T. Donaldson’s essay 
“Chaucer the Pilgrim” revised this way of reading the tales for the characters of its 
pilgrims.11 Donaldson proposed a tripartite division of narratorial voices in the 
Canterbury Tales: he separated Chaucer the pilgrim, Chaucer the poet, and Chaucer 
the man, suggesting that it may not always be easy to tell the difference between these 
voices, because “sometimes they get together in the same body” ("Chaucer the 
Pilgrim" 928). Some critics have since developed Donaldson’s ideas; in 1983, David 
Benson suggested that Chaucer had created the tellers for the tales, rather than writing 
the tales for the tellers.12 Others suggested that the narratorial voices in Chaucer’s 
works do not adhere to any single unitary narrator, or even a tripartite schema, and 
instead dissolve into a chorus of public voices or multiple narratorial voices that fade 




Narrators).13 These critics have established that the speeches of Chaucerian texts beg 
to be assigned to speakers, elude such assignment by fading into anonymity, or break 
into multiple voices upon analysis, thereby troubling any easy assignment of speeches 
to speakers. 
Letting go the expectation that medieval characters will speak in internally 
consistent voices frees analytical attention for a consideration of the divergent, 
contradictory, and competitive uses of shared sayings in these texts. The Book of 
Margery Kempe, for instance, was long dismissed as embarrassing and unliterary 
because of its protagonist’s uneven and self-interested deployment of religious 
sayings (Bremner). Thomas Usk’s Testament of Love, remarkable for its capacious 
mixing of oral, aural, and literate modes, has been seen as derivative and poorly 
crafted as a result (Heninger). Chaucer’s Prioress and Wife of Bath have both been 
thought improper and lacking decorum in their speech (Gaylord; Reiss). Against these 
detractors have ranged defenders, asserting the admirable personal, rhetorical, or 
literary qualities of these characters or texts. These debates have limited critical 
attention; I show that they may be reconsidered in light of late medieval aural 
practices, which underlie the speech acts that are so prominent in these texts and have 
drawn critics’ attention to such an extent.  
For instance, in the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale, loving prayers to divine 
figures take the form of apostrophes and so do hostile addresses to Jews. The tale’s 
much remarked upon anti-Semitism takes shape in the text as a rhetorical device that 
also praises God and Mary. The Prioress’s use of apostrophes to praise and blame 
resonates with widespread rhetorical understandings of this type of shared saying in 




some of which, like the prologue and tale, were believed to praise God and blame 
Jews. This shared rhetorical understanding saw apostrophes as a way to stir kindred 
feelings for or against an absent other in speakers and their listeners. In this way, the 
pairing of devotion and anti-Semitism in the Prioress’s speech appears as part of a 
wider rhetorical pattern in late medieval England and locates her and the chorister in 
her tale as part of a rhetorical community that shared these understandings. More than 
this, this particular text emphasizes the importance of aural literacy in the repetition of 
such speeches, as the little lay chorister who memorizes and repeats his song in praise 
of Mary learns it by hearing. The Prioress, too, represents a group famous for its lack 
of Latin literacy in late medieval England; contemporary accounts describe nuns 
intoning shared sayings they had learned by hearing in place of the proper words of 
the liturgy (Zieman 128). The Prioress’s prologue, in mixing together scraps of 
different psalms, evokes this kind of aural behavior. In the chorister’s walking 
through the streets of his unnamed city praying to Mary and in the Prioress’s 
apostrophizing to the listening pilgrims on the road to Canterbury, this text also 
depicts the spread of shared sayings beyond the walls of religious houses and 
universities and into articulation by less literate people, such as nuns and lay 
choristers; this tale imagines the potentially violent effects of such speeches.  
Chaucer’s writing also represents laywomen, in addition to nuns, availing 
themselves of shared sayings. The Wife of Bath has become Chaucer’s most famous 
speaker; critical debates have found her use of biblical sayings both insufferably 
erroneous and admirably strategic. I argue that Alison’s facility with shared sayings is 
a function of aural literacy; she learns the sayings she uses by hearing them in 




book of wicked wives, full of antifeminist proverbs and stories. Both Jankyn and 
Alison understand proverbs as sayings that carry communal authority; in this they 
reflect the understanding of a wide rhetorical community of people in late medieval 
England. However, whereas Jankyn uses proverbs to enforce a single message upon a 
silent listener, Alison recognizes the transformations such sayings may undergo, 
exploiting the potential for change and play inherent in re-speaking. In articulating 
competing sayings next to one another, Alison celebrates the disagreements inherent 
in utterances that are commonly used by many. Both Alison and Jankyn seek to profit 
from their use of common utterances, but Alison’s is the surer path in an environment 
of verbal conflict and competition, as she secures goods and freedoms by harnessing 
the changes imminent in iteration. 
Whereas Jankyn uses the written text to assert the stasis and stability of shared 
sayings, the lay scribe Thomas Usk’s Testament of Love represents a written text in 
which sayings gained by aural literacy jostle with those from the oral and written 
traditions, all arrogated to the use of an Usk-like narrator for the purposes of political 
exculpation. Usk wrote the Testament in order to defend himself against accusations 
of treachery after he betrayed his employer, the former mayor of London, and 
switched his allegiance to the victor in the mayoral race. These accusations took both 
oral and written form, as the story of Usk’s political switch spread through London 
and he was brought to court as a witness against his former employer, John 
Northampton, whom he betrayed by revealing Northampton’s illegal activities in the 
election. In the Testament of Love, Usk recycled both his testimony against 
Northampton - which he had written himself in his own hand - as well as any other 




likely inherited through aural literacy, such as proverbs and parables - to persuade his 
readers of his own steadfastness. In an overtly aural scene within the text, Usk uses a 
parable to recast the events of the election – and his role in them – in a light that 
makes him look like a faithful citizen and Northampton look like the betrayer of 
London. The scene in which this parable appears involves a speaker and an obedient, 
accepting listener, staging the ideal reception that listeners to the Testament – called 
“herers” in the text - might experience. In using the form of the parable, Usk’s text 
participates in the wider rhetorical understanding in late medieval England that those 
who spoke in parables held secret knowledge to which only they possessed the key; 
parable speakers would teach their listeners this hidden wisdom upon relating and 
then interpreting the parable. Yet here the aural form of the parable is bent to the 
purposes of the Testament’s speaker’s claims to literacy, as this speaker vaunts his 
familiarity with letters in contrast to “idiots,” or those without Latin letters. Aural 
literacy here explicitly supports claims to literacy. 
The fifteenth century saw an even fuller development of aural literacy in the 
laywoman Margery Kempe’s virtuosic use of shared sayings. The Book of Margery 
Kempe stands as evidence of its author’s own aural literacy and also testifies to her 
claiming of shared sayings as she redeployed them for purposes of self-sanctification. 
It does so by representing a protagonist who learns common utterances by listening to 
sermons and conversing with religious figures, ultimately turning these sayings 
against her clerical teachers for her own rhetorical gain. The Book depicts Margery 
Kempe in speech situations with others; she uses both biblical quotations and sermon 
stories that she has learned through hearing. Again, this text participates in common 




quotations as a form of proof and sermon exempla as a form of argument. The Book 
depicts its lay protagonist as coming up short when a cleric battles her with scriptural 
quotation as he holds the Bible in his hands; an aural literate cannot compete with a 
book-wielding clerk. She soon turns the tables, however, when she speaks a sermon 
exemplum, which both she and her clerical audience understood as a means of 
teaching a moral lesson. In tapping into the understandings of a rhetorical community 
which expected the teacher to be an ecclesiast and the listener to be a layperson, and 
in reversing the speaker and listener positions, Margery Kempe reconstitutes the terms 
of the rhetorical community itself when she teaches clerics a moral lesson by speaking 
a sermon exemplum. 
In these texts, aural literacies are used to gain the rhetorical upper hand, to 
gain goods and freedoms, to repair one’s own reputation, and to make a bid for 
sainthood. These new purposes are enabled by these sayings’ conventional uses and 
by the tacit or explicit agreements as to those uses among the members of rhetorical 
communities. That is, just as aural literacy supported the spread of shared sayings 
from literate clerics to laypeople, it also undergirded the dissemination of common 
understandings about these utterances’ functions and catalyzed the broadening of 
rhetorical communities. Aural literacy facilitated lay claims upon Scripture and other 
types of religious sayings and provided crucial forms of knowledge as to their uses to 
lay speakers – knowledge that gave these new speakers a foundation from which to 
generate divergent and multiple uses of shared sayings in expanding articulations of 





Apostrophe, Devotion, and Anti-Semitism: 
Rhetorical Community in the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale 
 
On the road to Canterbury, Chaucer’s Prioress tells the story of a Christian boy 
murdered by Jews for singing a Marian antiphon and the Jews’ resulting judicial 
murder by Christians. In response to this tale, the listening pilgrims famously fall 
silent. Rather than offering a new interpretation of what this silence might mean, I 
want to suggest that the silence works to draw attention to the Prioress’s speech as 
speech itself – not speech as the exclusive property of any one speaker, but speech as 
jointly shared by many. The Prioress’s words stand as shared saying within the fiction 
of the Canterbury Tales, spoken orally by the Prioress and later reported by the 
Chaucer pilgrim, who repeats all of the tales he hears on the way to Canterbury, re-
narrating both the Prioress’s story and the pilgrims’ response. They also stand as a 
shared saying outside of that fiction, as the tale and its prologue were written both to 
be spoken aloud and apprehended silently by contemporary and non-contemporary 
prelectors, listeners, and readers. More than this, the prayers that populate the 
Prioress’s Prologue and Tale constitute shared sayings, or short, formulaic sayings 
held in common by large groups of people in late medieval England. The shared 
nature of the Prioress’s words resonates with the wider medieval understanding that 
speeches were held in common, destined to pass through many hands, mouths, and 
ears through countless repetitions.   
This particular tale among the Canterbury Tales proves especially rich for 
approaching the shared nature of speech in the Middle Ages. As a repetition of the 




medieval Christians, the Prioress’s story was jointly held by numerous speakers and 
listeners.14 While many other stories in the Canterbury Tales were also jointly held, 
including saints’ lives and historical exempla, the Prioress’s Tale has generated fierce 
critical debate as the result of its shared nature, as scholars have debated whether the 
tale’s anti-Semitism should be attributed to Chaucer’s Prioress character or to 
Chaucer himself.15 Here, rather than speculating about the intentions of Chaucer or his 
Prioress character, I suggest that the tale’s shared nature troubles any easy attribution 
of the words it contains to either character or author. As L.O. Aranye Fradenburg has 
noted, assigning the tale’s anti-Semitism to the Prioress or to Chaucer does not 
conceive of anti-Semitism as “a historically specific, yet repeated and repetitive, mass 
phenomenon.”16 Taking this argument a step farther, I would also suggest that neither 
approach recognizes shared sayings as one of the repeated and repetitive vehicles of 
anti-Semitic attitudes and relations, or attends to the details of their workings.17 Most 
of the speech attributed to the Prioress in her prologue and tale is in fact borrowed 
from others, including the blood libel itself, the psalms that comprise the prologue, 
and the Marian antiphon sung by the murdered Christian boy. The fact that Chaucer 
paired these latter two types of speech (psalms and antiphons)—both forms of 
prayer—with anti-Semitic sayings is hardly surprising, as they were often paired in 
his verbal and written surrounds.18 Shared sayings used by the church and 
increasingly memorized by laypeople in a post-Lateran IV England underwent 
transformations and additions as these sayings took on lives of their own in smaller or 
larger communities of use. By Chaucer’s time, both the psalms and the Marian 
antiphons exhibited a history of use in tandem with anti-Semitic sayings, in part 




and hostile address. The pairing of loving prayers that addressed the divine with 
hostile addresses to earthly Jews was grounded not merely in Chaucer’s or the 
Prioress’s personalities, but in the rhetorical conventions of prayer in late medieval 
England, and in the ways that these conventions lent themselves to new applications, 
extensions, and contexts of use, including the fictional road to Canterbury. So, in the 
end, it is difficult to attribute authorial intention either to the Prioress or to Chaucer, 
since the authorial perspective being articulated is always already one that is 
multiplicitous, fractured, and always already over-circulated through many users. 
In the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale, one rhetorical device takes center stage: 
the apostrophe, or the address to an absent other. This work contains more 
apostrophes per square inch than any other in the Canterbury Tales, from the 
prologue’s “O lord, oure Lord” to the tale’s “O cursed folk of Herodes al newe” 
(VII.453; VII.574).19 More than this, the anti-Semitic and Christian devotional content 
of the tale—so often remarked upon and discussed—also comes in the form of 
apostrophes, an observation that has received little critical attention.20 These 
apostrophes, as jointly held rhetorical devices, were small units of discourse that 
operated as shared sayings in the Middle Ages, playing a crucial role in imagining and 
forming collectives.21 These devices were short, formulaic, and memorable, crossing 
between oral and written contexts with ease; their simultaneous evocation of oral and 
literate authority resists historical accounts that see the passage from orality to literacy 
as a clear teleology.22 In oral and written form, they defined collectives in three ways: 
by providing memorable, formulaic material for repetition, by offering powerful 
formal models for composition, and by generating shared understandings of their 




community. That is, around apostrophes formed a rhetorical community that 
understood them as a means of uniting speaker and listener in feelings of praise or 
blame against an absent other. 
 This understanding grew out of the rhetorical traditions. The rhetorical 
tradition stresses the apostrophe’s ability to indicate the speaker’s feeling toward an 
absent other in an effort to stir a similar feeling in the listener, binding speaker and 
listener together in condemnation or piety, among other feelings. The flowering of the 
medieval rhetorical tradition also led to the formation of an expanding rhetorical 
community comprised of people who shared understandings of the apostrophe’s 
function in the world. The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale, in its depiction of such a 
rhetorical community, indicates that as rhetorical communities grew around rhetorical 
devices, those devices gained the power to elicit communal beliefs regardless of 
content, and that this power to elicit communal beliefs could itself exert effects in the 
world.      
Underpinning the great mobility of apostrophic address in the Prioress’s 
Prologue and Tale is aural literacy, or the acquisition of shared sayings, including the 
prayers and psalms that feature in this text, through hearing, rather than reading. The 
little clergeoun described by the Prioress is aurally literate; he learns the first verse of 
the Marian antiphon that becomes so central to the tale’s action by overhearing it, and 
then his peer teaches him the rest of the prayer by speaking the words to him. The 
peer has learned the antiphon from a literate schoolmaster, and it has come from a 
written text, but the clergeoun learns it “by rote” (522), through hearing. The Prioress 
herself, as a nun, represents a social group that gained notoriety in the Middle Ages 




greetings to the Virgin Mary instead of the verses of the Office, relying on stock 
phrases they had learned by hearing rather than reading the official verses of the 
liturgy.23 The aural literacy of the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale undergirds the speech 
of its protagonist and its teller alike, pointing to a larger cultural pattern in which 
shared sayings learned by hearing constituted a form of action in the world. 
 
* * * 
The Rhetoric of Apostrophe 
 
The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale combines loving apostrophes to God and 
the Virgin Mary with hostile apostrophes to Jews. The prologue begins with 
apostrophic phrases: “O Lord, oure Lord, thy name how merveillous / Is in this large 
world ysprad – quod she –  ” (VII.453-454). This apostrophe of devotion in the 
prologue shares its rhetorical form with the following lines in the tale: “O cursed folk 
of Herodes al newe, / What may youre yvel entente yow availle?” (VII.574-575). One 
apostrophe praises, while the other blames, as the Prioress speaks before an audience 
of listening pilgrims whom she aims to move into shared feelings of devotion and 
hostility with her speech. This dynamic is not unique to Chaucer’s work; medieval 
rhetorical manuals present apostrophic address as a way of uniting its speakers in 
feelings of blame or praise, anger or loving devotion. The proliferation of these 
rhetorical manuals in the thirteenth century, and the wider dissemination of the ideas 
contained within them in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, created rhetorical 
communities of people who shared these notions as to the apostrophe’s potential or 




In late medieval England, apostrophes were generally understood by 
ecclesiastics and those with access to literate practices to express the speaker’s piety 
or indignation toward the absent other addressed and to rouse kindred feelings in the 
listener. This theoretical understanding, and its practical application, came about 
through two related but distinct traditions which partially comprised the reception and 
transformation of classical rhetoric in the medieval world: the artes orandi and the 
artes poetriae.24 Arts of prayer and arts of poetry applied the colors of classical 
rhetoric to the composition and performance of both prayer and poetry, forging 
common understandings about these devices between churchmen, poets, and some 
members of the laity, who increasingly in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
adopted ecclesiastical forms of prayer in the form of private devotions guided by 
Books of Hours.25 In both prayer and poetry, apostrophes enjoyed a dual existence in 
writing and in orality: prayers were written by authors and achieved wide-spread 
repetition through oral performances, while apostrophic poems were used as written 
and oral models in classroom instruction, sometimes moving into orality through 
prelection or memorization.26 The post-Lateran IV trend of lay memorization of 
prayers and religious sayings meant that apostrophic address expanded through the 
category of aural literacy, as well. 
  The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale may be considered to be one result of this 
medieval expansion of rhetoric. The arts of poetry came into being in the late twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries as university textbooks. Treatises on the rhetorical devices 
saw increased autonomy in the twelfth century as they circulated independently 
before they were integrated into the arts of poetry in the thirteenth century.27 These 




poetry and even theories of rhetoric in the vernacular.28 As Rita Copeland has 
established, for Brunetto Latini, Dante, and Gower, the theoretical and practical 
traditions merged into a vernacular civic poetry, aimed at public political discourse.29 
The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale may be considered a piece of vernacular rhetorical 
poetry, though in its obtrusive use of the apostrophe it emphasizes the power of 
rhetorical poetry to form communities in more sinister ways, and indexes the 
expansive forms such poetry took during this period, which included hymnody, 
prayer, and blood libels that had by this period been written down as poems.  
The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale presents the Prioress using apostrophes on 
an inscribed audience of pilgrims in a speaker-listener relationship which parallels 
that of the poem’s prelector and his audience. This arrangement highlights the 
structure of address enabled by the apostrophe: a speaker addresses an absent other 
for the benefit of a silent listener. This triangulation of speaker, absent other, and 
listener proves foundational to the general understanding of the apostrophe that 
appears in the rhetorical tradition. In this tradition, apostrophes were thought to 
amplify the speaker’s or poet’s material through repetitive expressions of heightened 
emotion in order to instill similar feelings in the listener. Rhetorical manuals stress the 
power of apostrophes to change their listeners through the repetitive hearing of such 
devices; this notion appears, for instance, in the most popular art of poetry, Geoffrey 
of Vinsauf’s Poetria Nova, which is extant in nearly two hundred copies.30 It was 
known to Chaucer, who quotes from it at length in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale. The 
passage quoted in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale is in fact one of Geoffrey’s examples that 
illustrate the use of the apostrophe, which he locates not among the figures of words 




apostrophes in the Poetria Nova were widely copied and disseminated independently 
of his treatise.31 In the Poetria Nova’s section on amplification, Geoffrey advocates 
repeating the same idea in multiple forms, and avoiding saying briefly what could be 
said in a more extended way (220-34).32 To range even more widely (“latius ut 
curras”), apostrophe works as a way to delay (“mora”) (265). Without apostrophe, he 
says, the food on the table would be sufficient, but this device “swells the dishes of an 
outstanding feast…This is food for the ear…let us feast our ears for a longer time on 
its greater riches and variety” (“egregiae sic crescunt fercula mensae…hic cibus 
auri…diutius aures pascimus ex variis et ditius”) (266-270). Geoffrey frames the 
cumulative effect of amplifying devices such as repetition and apostrophe as the 
transformation of the listener through extended and reiterative exposure. 
The apostrophe catalyzes this change in the listener, according to Geoffrey, by 
verbally shaping the speaker. Geoffrey devotes a great deal of attention to the 
apostrophe in comparison with most other arts of poetry.33 He includes a number of 
model exercises that demonstrate the uses of the apostrophe. In each of these 
examples, the apostrophe grants its speaker a specific feeling and aims to change the 
listener through the rhetorical expression of this feeling. These examples of 
apostrophes include one that sharply rebukes a man who has become too prosperous, 
another that reprovingly deflates a man who has become puffed up with pride, a third 
that commandingly emboldens a timid man, a fourth that, in a warning manner, 
forecasts future grief to move the listener into enjoying the present, and a fifth that, in 
a time of national sorrow, expresses collective grief (275-430). Geoffrey then frames 
apostrophe as a weapon, advocating that the speaker use the apostrophe to give his or 




He concludes by remarking that apostrophe “variat vultum,” or changes its own face 
and the face of the person using it: 
Sic igitur variat vultum: vel more magistri 
  Corripit errorem pravum; vel ad omnia dura 
  In lacrimis planctuque jacet; vel surgit in iram 
  Propter grande scelus; vel fertur ridiculose 
  Contra ridiculos. (455-459) 
(Thus does Apostrophe vary its appearance. It rebukes depraved error, 
after the manner of a teacher; or it lies down in tears and lamentations 
for any difficult lot; or it rises up in anger because of some great crime; 
or it bears itself ridiculously against the ridiculous.) 
The apostrophe, as a collectively available rhetorical device, lends its speakers the 
indignation of a teacher rebuking a student, the dolorous manner of a defeated 
complainer, and the righteous wrath of a person reacting to a terrible crime. In each 
instance, the apostrophic speaker addresses an absent third, defined in the examples 
above as error, difficulty, crime, and absurdity. 
Most importantly, the apostrophe aims to connect its speaker and listener in 
common feeling vis-à-vis an absent other. For Geoffrey, speakers may use 
apostrophes to indicate feelings verbally, including grief and rage. The form itself 
works in a relational way to establish the speaker’s feeling about the absent third, be it 
pride, timidity, or all of England’s sorrow, locating the listener, too, in relationship 
with that absent third in an effort to move that listener into sympathy with the 
speaker’s position. While Geoffrey’s examples imply that the speaker verbally adopts 




from the speakers who verbally adopt them, leaving open the possibility that the 
speech itself could define its speaker as holding a feeling in the absence of any pre-
existing orientation. Another art of poetry, Gervase of Melkley’s Ars Poetica, openly 
presents this possibility, using a short excerpt from Geoffrey’s longer apostrophe 
about grief as his example: 
Exclamatio est quando quasi dolore vel indignatione aliquid 
exclamamus, ut hic: O dolor! O plus quam dolor! O mors! O truculenta 
Mors! Esses utinam mors mortua!34  
(Exclamatio is when we exclaim something as if because of grief or 
anger, as this: O sorrow! O more than sorrow! O death! O cruel Death! 
Would that you were dead, O death!)35 
Here, the hypothetical tone of the passage indicates that speakers may “put on” the 
feeling in the apostrophe for rhetorical purposes, rather than using the apostrophe to 
express a pre-existing feeling. A similar formulation appears in the Ad Herennium, 
without Gervase’s hypothetical “quasi.”36 In this passage, Gervase uses Geoffrey’s 
example of apostrophe but calls it exclamatio, suggesting some parity or overlap 
between the two terms for the writers of the artes poetriae. Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s 
Documentum defines exclamatio as one of four subtypes of apostrophe: 
Apostrophatio similiter extendit materiam. Est autem apostrophatio 
quando apostrophamus nos vel aliquam aliam personam, id est quando 
convertimus sermonem ad nos vel ad aliquam aliam rem animatam vel 
inanimatam. In apostrophatione quatuor incidunt exornationes, scilicet 
exclamatio, conduplicatio, subjectio, dubitatio. Est autem exclamatio 




flos, Troja potens, o Gloria quae nunc / In cinerem collapse jaces, ubi 
regia proles / Ex Ecuba Priami veniens a sanguine divum…. 
Conduplicatio est color quando idem verbum conduplicamus, quod 
contingit variis ex causis, quando ex dolore, quando ex amore, quando 
ex indignatione. Ex dolore, ut in Virgilio: Anna soror, quae me 
suspensam in somnia terrent, Anna soror? 37   
(Apostrophe occurs when we address ourselves or some other person, 
that is, when we direct our conversation to ourselves or to some other 
thing animate or inanimate. Four embellishments fall under 
apostrophe, namely: exclamation (exclamatio), word-repetition 
(conduplicatio), self-answer (subjectio), hesitation (dubitatio). Now, 
exclamation is the rhetorical color when we exclaim from sorrow or 
from some other cause as here: O flower of Asia, powerful Troy, O 
glory which now lies buried in the ashes…. Word-repetition is the 
rhetorical color when we repeat the same word; this occurs for various 
reasons: sometimes from sorrow, sometimes from love, sometimes 
from indignation. From sorrow, as in Virgil: Sister Anna, what things 
terrify me suspended in sleep, Sister Anna?....) 38  
Of these four subtypes of apostrophe, the exclamatio and conduplicatio most 
explicitly endow their speakers with feelings, as Geoffrey’s example of exclamatio 
features a speaker sorrowing over the destruction of Troy; in Geoffrey’s account of 
conduplicatio, the speaker repeats the same word as an indication of sorrow, love, or 
indignation. Geoffrey’s presentation of these devices, unlike Gervase’s, implies that a 




speakers were understood to perform feelings they didn’t have or express feelings 
they did have, the apostrophe was clearly associated with emotion and with the 
attempt to move others into kindred feeling. The arts of poetry created a rhetorical 
community of people who shared both the use of the devices themselves and common 
understandings of these devices’ power to define their speakers as feeling sorrow, 
love, and wrath. 
 These understandings of the apostrophe’s function were certainly shared by 
medieval rhetoricians, who copied one another’s accounts of rhetorical devices in a 
highly formulaic manner; however, they would also have spread beyond the confines 
of the rhetoricians in the form of the religious sayings that populated late medieval 
England more widely. Some of the arts of poetry, such as John of Garland’s Parisiana 
poetria, applied these understandings to the composition of hymns, prayers, and 
religious lyrics. The application of rhetoric to religious speech can be traced to 
patristic and early medieval claims for Scripture as the origin of rhetorical figures as 
well as to the rhetorical training of the churchmen who both wrote prayers or hymns 
and generated instructions regarding their effective performance.39 John of Garland 
adapts rhetoric to letter-writing, hymnody, and secular and religious poetry in his 
Poetria.40 In his section on letter-writing, John recommends the apostrophe as a 
device of amplification for “dressing up naked matter” (“materia nuda uestienda”), 
defining naked matter as any material that has not been “rhetorically amplified or 
embellished” (“rhetorice ampliata neque ornate”) (IV.143-7).41 One of the model 
letters John provides in this chapter is an exhortation to join the crusade, which may 
be best described as an open letter in verse. In the section of the letter labeled as the 




a hypothetical recruit, praising him as possessing the standards of the highest leader 
(IV.213-15). In the other model letter, the apostrophe expresses indignation toward 
the powerful who fail to punish wrongdoing, preparing the ground for the letter’s 
request that a count intervene over a land dispute.42 As in the Prioress’s Prologue and 
Tale, these two letters implicitly use the apostrophe to vaunt and to condemn; John 
soon defines apostrophe as “suddenly turning to address some absent person, to praise 
or blame him” (“subita conuersio sermonis ad aliquem virum absentem causa 
laudandi vel uituperandi”) (IV.376-8). In writing letters, apostrophe works to praise 
and to blame, imparting an approving or indignant attitude to the speaker. 
 In poetry, apostrophe works to express sorrow or joy, but also to move its 
speaker and hearer to piety, wonder, indignation, and joy (VI.97). John provides an 
example of an apostrophic conduplicatio, saying that “a word should not be repeated 
immediately, except to excite piety, as ‘O God, my God’” (“Item diction non debet 
repeti immediate nisi causa pietatis mouende, ut: ‘Deus, Deus meus’”), and he later 
describes conduplicatio as expressing wonder (V.206-7; VI.188-9). This recalls the 
Prioress’s “O Lord, oure Lord.” Finally, in the ars rhythmica that concludes the 
Poetria, John advocates the adaptation of the apostrophe to rhymed verse; his 
examples of rhymed verse are predominantly religious poems in the form of addresses 
to the Virgin Mary. He uses an apostrophic repetition to demonstrate how to “excite 
wonder or indignation or sorrow or joy” (“causa admirationis uel indignationis uel 
doloris uel leticie”): “O Mary, Mother so kind, Mother of the Savior; do you hear us, 
let the praise in our mouths be welcome to your Praiseworthiness” (“O Maria, Mater 
pia, / Mater Saluatoris: / Tu nos audi, Tue laudi / Grata sit laus oris”) (VII.909-10; 




hymn he himself has written, which again praises the Virgin Mary in apostrophic 
repetition.  
These sayings are very similar to the antiphon sung by the chorister in the 
Prioress’s Tale, using the same amplificatory strategy of praising Mary through 
epithetic descriptions of her prior to making a request of her. The first stanza of 
John’s hymn reads: “Holder of the world’s reins, creator of all things, port after 
shipwreck, right hand to swimmers, motionless sun, glowing redder from a star, raise 
us up, for we are falling” (“Rerum frena tenens, conditor omnium, / Portus naufragii, 
dextra natantium, / De stella rutilans sol sine motibus, / Nobis surge cadentibus”) 
(VII.1369-72). Across the arts of letter-writing, poetry, and hymnody that appear in 
John’s Poetria, the apostrophe appears as a rhetorical device that defines its speaker’s 
feelings and excites those feelings in others, and as a device that lends itself 
particularly well to the praise and blame of an absent other in moving its speakers and 
listeners into sympathy with one another vis-à-vis an absent third.43 The fact that John 
of Garland applied this understanding of the apostrophe’s function both to an analysis 
of hymns and popular religious poetry and to his own composition of hymns 
establishes the rhetoricians’ effort to lift such functions off the page and into the oral 
and aural registers more widely available to all.  
The strongest case for the spread of these rhetorical understandings of 
apostrophes beyond the domain of literate rhetoricians appears in the arts of prayer, a 
subset of rhetorical manuals that applied rhetorical understandings to the practice of 
prayer by literate and illiterate people alike. Indeed, the prologue of the Prioress’s 
Tale may itself be considered a prayer, as the Prioress’s words (which incorporate 




Virgin Mary for the grace to guide the telling of her tale: “O blisful Queene…I yow 
preye, / Gydeth my song that I shal of yow seye” (VII.481; 486-487). The arts of 
prayer draw on the rhetorical rules for letter-writing by framing prayers as petitions to 
God while simultaneously stressing the ability of rhetorical devices to define the 
speaker’s feeling.44 Barbara Jaye gives a full account of the development of these 
works in Artes Orandi.45 The arts of prayer developed in parallel to the arts of poetry 
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. They occurred most often as sections of larger 
works, rather than as complete textbooks like the artes poetriae, constituting a less 
well-defined group of writings than the artes poetriae. Artes orandi stress how to pray 
using verbal devices; this distinguishes them from Books of Hours, which merely 
contain prayers and sometimes images, or from mystical instructions on nonlinguistic 
union with the divine.46   
In Jaye’s account, the arts had their origin in patristic scriptural exegesis. In 
De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine described Paul as a rhetorician and called prayers 
petitions to God, setting the stage for the flowering of rhetorical prayer in later 
centuries.47 Following Augustine, Alcuin described psalms as having eight specific 
uses: for penance, for spiritual joy, to praise God, to reinforce tranquility, to meditate 
on divine praise, and to counter temptation, disgust with life, or feelings of 
abandonment by God, giving examples of each of the psalms for each specific 
purpose.48 In the cathedral schools and universities of the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, scholastic analysis of prayers further expanded on their rhetorical qualities. 
The first art of prayer, by Hugh of St. Victor, classified prayers into three types: 
Tres sunt species orationis, supplicatio, postulatio, insinuatio. 




precatio. Postulatio est determinatae petitioni incerta narratio. 
Insinuatio est sine petitione per solam narrationem, voluntatis facta 
significatio. 
(There are three kinds of prayer, supplicatio, postulatio, insinuatio. 
Supplicatio is humble and devout prayer without specification of 
petition. Postulatio is unspecific narrative for a particular petition. 
Insinuatio is without a petition [but] solely through narrative makes 
clear what is wanted.)49 
Hugh goes on to give Psalm 5 as an example of supplicatio, or humble and devout 
prayer without the articulation of a specific petition: “Give ear, Oh Lord, to my 
words, understand my cry. Hearken to the voice of my prayer, Oh my King and my 
God.”50 This type of supplication most clearly evokes the Prioress’s prologue, which 
ends with its prayerful petition that Mary guide the Prioress’s words as she relates her 
story. The notion of the apostrophic prayer as a petition is a common one in these 
texts; indeed, the most famous of the artes orandi in the Middle Ages, William of 
Auvergne’s mid thirteenth-century Rhetorica Divina, calls prayers petitions to God.51 
In putting petitions before God, supplicants should rely on models, William argues, 
giving the Lord’s Prayer and the Psalms as the ideal models of prayerful petitions.52  
In addition to these arts of prayer, instructions for the religious also 
incorporate rhetorical understandings of the verbal devices of prayer. One such set of 
instructions advises those praying with psalms to change their interpretation of the 
psalm along with the psalms’ frequent changes in person.53 Another assures those 
who speak the address “Our father who art” that by intoning “father” they are assured 




not alone, but accompanied by their brother, Christ.54 The arts of prayer offer a more 
diffuse understanding of apostrophic address, filtered through the more general 
instructions for prayer that these arts exemplify, presenting apostrophic address as a 
type of speech that positions the speaker in a relationship of supplication to the divine 
that secures the speaker’s kinship with those divine figures and, by implication, with 
other humans who speak the prayer. While this shared understanding of the device 
subsisted for the most part in writing by and for ecclesiastics, it would also have been 
available to religious laypeople.55  
The theoretical artes, the practical performances they inspired in speech and in 
writing, and the shared understandings of the meanings of these performances that 
were held by a broadening range of people together enhanced the apostrophe’s power 
to bind together speaker and hearer into a common position vis-à-vis an absent other.  
As rhetorical communities formed, the understandings they held were most often 
internally reinforced; the medieval rhetorical tradition was highly formulaic. The arts 
of letter-writing stressed apostrophe as a way to indicate feelings of praise and blame, 
the arts of poetry stressed feelings of joy, sorrow, wrath, and love, and the arts of 
prayer stressed feelings of piety, wonder, and a sense of togetherness; the medieval 
rhetorical tradition offered the apostrophe as a means of performing emotion and 
inspiring it in others upon which medieval writers and speakers could draw. These 
uses did not always remain faithful to the loose divisions of the rhetorical tradition 
into arts of letter-writing, poetry, and prayer; Chaucer used apostrophes of piety, 
praise, wrath and blame in the Prioress’s poem.56 The rhetorical artes would have 
informed these uses of apostrophes by Chaucer, as well as the reception of his works 




speech. Chaucer’s tale reveals the power of shared speeches such as apostrophes to 
form rhetorical communities based on common understandings of these speeches’ 
effects in the world. That is, Chaucer represents the potential of apostrophic speech 
not just to join speakers in common feeling but to form rhetorical communities based 
on the communal understanding that shared speeches such as apostrophic prayers 
unite their users. 
 
* * * 
Rhetorical Community in The Prioress’s Prologue and Tale 
 
By the time Chaucer wrote the Prioress’s Tale in the late fourteenth century, 
the 1290 expulsion had rendered England’s Jews an absent other, and they appear in 
the tale as the absent addressees, rather than the speakers, of apostrophes. Though the 
blood libels upon which the tale is based did travel through Europe in oral form in 
earlier centuries, by the fourteenth century in England they had in addition taken 
written form, as the appearance of a written blood libel as a devotional poem in the 
Vernon Manuscript attests. In its redeployment of such written tales in a putatively 
oral form, as the Prioress speaks the tale aloud, the Prioress’s Tale uses written 
fictions to authorize orality, pointing toward the unhinging of the powers of rhetoric 
from Latinate, literate contexts and toward a more capacious vernacular deployment 
of these devices, as they maintained their connection to literate practices but grew in 
autonomous usage. The fictional Prioress speaks these apostrophes as part of the oral 
story-telling contest on the road to Canterbury, but they are informed by the written 




authority buttresses oral authority in the Prioress’s verbal performance. Indeed, the 
fictional Prioress’s rendition of her tale could be considered the work of aural literacy: 
a re-speaking of similar tales that appeared in written form in fourteenth-century 
England, as the closest written analogue to the tale appears, for instance, in the 
Vernon Manuscript poem. In such writings, including the late medieval Miracles of 
the Virgin, liturgical materials, and antiphons, Christian devotional and anti-Semitic 
themes make a common pairing, with apostrophic address working in all three kinds 
of compositions as a rhetorical tactic that defines a speaker’s feeling.57 As suggested 
in the above discussion of the rhetorical tradition, the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale 
uses apostrophes to signal a speaker’s love for and devotion to divine figures, 
including God, Mary, and saints; these apostrophic praises are counterweighted by 
apostrophes of blame and condemnation addressed to Jews. The Prioress’s sequence 
depicts the use of the apostrophe to bind Christians together into a rhetorical 
community at the expense of an absent other, and registers the potentially violent 
effects of this verbal action.58 It does so by stressing that apostrophes may exert these 
binding effects even when their speakers do not understand their content; their 
rhetorical forms, acquired through aural literacy, suffice to exert effects in the world. 
The Prioress’s prologue begins with a series of spoken prayers that derive their 
authority from written Scripture. The psalms, William of Auvergne’s model prayers, 
launch the Prioress’ prologue with apostrophic devotion, as the prologue opens with a 
vernacular rendering of Psalm 8:  
O Lord, oure Lord, thy name how merveillous 
Is in this large world ysprad -- quod she  




Parfourned is by men of dignitee, 
 But by the mouth of children thy bountee 
Parfourned is, for on the brest soukynge 
Somtyme shewen they thyn heriynge. (VII.453-459) 
The apostrophe here defines its speaker as enraptured by the marvelous nature of 
God’s name, which is spread throughout the world by words of praise (“laude”) 
performed by men of dignity and even by children and women like the Prioress.59 
These lines thus extend the authoritative praises of “men of dignitee,” who by 
implication include literate churchmen, to less literate nuns and illiterate babes on the 
breast, underscoring that extension by rendering a Latin psalm in vernacular Middle 
English.60 This psalm, attributed to David, was described by Cassiodorus as a means 
of praising God; he indicates that the “our” of the first line acknowledges the 
speaker’s belonging to God. He continues to say that the psalm’s reference to “the 
whole earth” indicates that God’s claims extend over the whole world, and that Jews 
must relinquish their unique claims on what now belongs to all. The commentary goes 
on to name Jews as unfaithful, laying hold of the Father but failing to acknowledge 
the Son.61 The interpretation of the psalm, then, already separated Christians and Jews 
from one another. 
The changes the psalm undergoes in the prologue as it moves from Latin to 
English further stress its earthly function as a unifier of Christians. The Middle 
English prologue loosely follows the second and third lines of the Latin psalm, 
making changes that emphasize the transfer of the psalm from its divine location in 
Scripture to its earthly life in the mouths and hands of humans. In the Middle English, 




psalm by hosts of earthly speakers and writers; the Latin psalm does not mention the 
“spreading” of the Lord’s name, and instead stresses its magnificence on earth and in 
the heavens: “O Lord our Lord, how admirable is thy name in the whole earth! For 
thy magnificence is elevated above the heavens.” (“Domine Dominator noster quam 
grande est nomen tuum in universa terra qui posuisti gloriam tuam super caelos”).62 In 
the next line, the Middle English version describes earthly praise as “parfourned by 
men of dignitee” and other earthly speakers, whereas the Latin psalm attributes the 
performance of praise to God: “Out of the mouth of infants and of sucklings thou hast 
perfected praise…” (“ex ore infantium et lactantium perfecisti laudem”).63 In stressing 
the intonation of prayers of praise by a multitude of earthly speakers, the opening 
lines of the prologue represent the verbal joining of these speakers through their 
common apostrophic utterances. As the psalm lifts off the page and into performance 
by men, women, and children, its apostrophes bind its speakers together into a 
collectively intoned “O Lord, oure Lord,” the shared rhetorical device betokening its 
speakers’ common devotion to the Lord addressed as well as their common 
understanding that apostrophic praise joins them into a unified rhetorical 
community.64 
The next few lines of the prologue transfer the device of the opening 
apostrophe to praise of the Virgin Mary, a transformation of person that enacts the 
kinds of activities that praying religious were instructed to perform in the artes 
orandi. The arts of prayer advised those at prayer to change their interpretation of a 
psalm as the “person” in the psalm changed; in the prologue, this principle becomes 
one of composition, as the opening lines of the psalm act as a formal model for a new 




mooder Mayde, O mayde Mooder free!” (VII.467). This shift in addressee indicates 
the common availability of the apostrophe as a rhetorical model of address, 
introducing the possibility that such rhetorical models offer themselves to new uses - 
to communal repetitions and adaptations for varied purposes.  
 Psalm 8 would have been repeated on a weekly basis by the secular and 
monastic religious of medieval England, as it was recited as part of the canonical 
hours.65 In the fictional frame of the Canterbury Tales, however, the Prioress 
paraphrases the Latin psalm outside of the cloister and outside of the canonical hours. 
These liberties evoke contemporary trends in a culture poised between orality and 
literacy which are elucidated in the Prioress’s sequence through the figures of nuns 
and choristers but which resonate broadly throughout late medieval England, even 
touching on the “men of dignitee” whose Latin was not as impeccable as might be 
imagined, as male and female religious were the targets of instruction on how to read 
Latin services more properly. These trends, quite simply, involved anxieties about 
religious and laypeople alike praying without understanding the words they were 
using. In late fourteenth-century England, clerical writers characterized nuns as 
lacking in Latin literacy and deficient in speaking and understanding the liturgy; nuns 
were instructed to keep English paraphrases in mind as they intoned the Latin so as to 
have the correct intention in mind when speaking the Latin words.66 Religious 
writings indicate an increased concern for the correct pronunciation of the Latin 
words used in church services, as instructions for speaking Latin during services 
contain warnings about mumbling, mispronouncing, or skipping over syllables; this 
period saw the peak of popularity in stories about Titivillus, the small demon who 




mangled syllables into his bursting sack.67 Such warnings understood the written text 
as the exemplar which human speech was meant to perfectly reproduce, underscoring 
the authority of Latin literacy while highlighting its growing status as a ghost 
presence in increasingly autonomous forms of oral prayer. Alongside these changes, 
the expanding popularity of Books of Hours saw the laity following the canonical 
hours in the privacy of their own homes, intoning psalms outside of cloister, 
cathedral, or parish church, often with only written cues consisting of the first few 
lines of psalms rather than complete written versions.68 In many cases, this expansion 
of the psalms involved aural literacies, as male and female religious as well as 
laypeople spoke common religious sayings from memory, without reading them, 
though texts must have been involved in these chains of learning by hearing at some 
point.  
In combination with this expanding chorus of voices intoning the psalms, the 
ever-changing liturgy saw additions at the level of large and small units of discourse. 
The liturgy, or the official services of the church, was shaped by human hands from 
its inception, and continued to be impacted both by both lay pressures and by 
movements within religious groups.69 For instance, Thomas of Monmouth’s effort to 
promote William of Norwich’s sanctity, combined with lay adherence to William’s 
cult, resulted in the transformation of the local liturgy in Norwich with the eventual 
addition of a feast day for William.70 The liturgy changed at the level of hymns, 
sentences, and phrases as well, as evidenced by the antiphon sung by the chorister in 
the Prioress’s tale. The Alma redemptoris mater was a hymn written by a monk, 
Hermannus Contractus, in the eleventh century.71 The piece experienced widespread 




redemptoris mater survived as an independent work that composers set to music again 
and again, but which also became incorporated into the liturgy, to be used at certain 
times of the year and during the canonical hours.73 Hymns and antiphons were penned 
by authors and then loosed for oral and written repetitions that were undergirded by 
literate authority and made memorable, familiar, and repeatable by rhetorical devices, 
carrying that literate authority with them in oral or aural performance. 
As becomes clear in the Prioress’s Tale, though works like antiphons 
depended in part on the written tradition for transmission, and retained their 
authoritative source in literate practices, Latin literacy was not required for their 
effectiveness as shared rhetorical devices that defined the speaker’s feeling and 
consolidated rhetorical communities through the common understanding that they 
would excite piety in their speakers and hearers. The Prioress’s Tale depicts the 
chorister at an elementary stage of learning; he overhears his more advanced peers 
learning their antiphons, specifically the Alma redemptoris mater (VII.516-19). In the 
context of the song school, the choristers would be learning from a master - a Latinate 
cleric – and probably from a book in his possession, perhaps even an antiphonal.74 
The chorister convinces his peer to teach him the words of the Alma redemptoris 
mater, which the peer proceeds to do, disclosing in the process the fact that he himself 
hardly understands the Latin words, aware only that the purpose of the antiphon is to 
worshipfully greet the Virgin Mary and petition her for her help upon death (VII.525-
45). The chorister learns it expressly to revere and honor Mary (VII.537-43) and 
proceeds to sing it as he walks through the Jewish neighborhood of his nameless city 
in Asia (VII.544-554; VII.488).75 The chorister has learned the antiphon through 




and expanding into successive articulations by the chorister through aural literacy. 
The Alma redemptoris mater describes the Annunciation and the Immaculate 
Conception. Locating its speaker in a position of supplication to Mary, the words 
address her in the vocative case and beg her to take pity on earthly sinners: 
Alma redemptoris mater que pervia celi porta manens et stella maris 
succurre cadenti surgere qui curat populo tu que genuisti natura 
mirante tuum sanctum genitorem virgo prius ac posterius Gabrielis ab 
ore sumens illud ave peccatorum miserere.76 
(Kind Mother of the Redeemer – open gate of heaven and the star of 
the sea – assist your fallen people who are striving to rise up again.  
You who, while nature wondered, gave birth to your own sacred 
Creator, and yet remained a Virgin afterward as before, receiving that 
“Hail” from Gabriel’s mouth, have mercy on us sinners.)77 
Both Gabriel’s Ave and the entire Alma redemptoris mater are addresses that shape 
their speakers as Christians, the former hailing Mary as the future mother of Christ 
and the latter hailing Mary as the fulfilled mother of Christ. This apostrophic address 
to Mary as the virgin bearer of Jesus made this particular strain of affective piety 
attractive to anti-Semitic content; the notions of Mary’s virginity and the divine 
conception of Jesus were of course accepted by Christians but not Jews. The 
apostrophic address thus established its speaker’s membership in a Christian 
community exclusive of those who did not believe in the virgin birth, doing so 
through indicating the speaker’s piety, wonder, and love in the face of the 
Annunciation. The apostrophes of praise prepare the way for the antiphon’s 




and other Christians who believe in Mary’s divinity. In the liturgy, this rhetoric of 
praise was joined by one of blame. In many of the analogues to the Prioress story, the 
chorister sings a different Marian antiphon, the Gaude Maria, which was also 
incorporated into the liturgy. Appended to this antiphon was the following responsary: 
“Let the miserable Jew be ashamed who says that Christ was born of the seed of 
Joseph” (“Erubescat Judaeus infelix qui dicit Christum ex Joseph semine esse 
natum”).78 In the Prioress’s Tale, the devotional apostrophes to Mary are joined by 
indignant apostrophes to Jews, and the effects of these two types of apostrophes cross 
one another in a chiastic plot interlace which is so crafted that it emphasizes the 
literary underpinnings of the Prioress’s putatively oral blood libel. 
The chorister cries and sings the antiphon as he walks through the Jewish 
quarter on his way to and from school, his speech stirring him to pious feelings, his 
heart so pierced by the sweetness of Christ’s mother that he cannot stop himself from 
singing (VII.553-7). Satan rises up and speaks to the Jews in apostrophe: “O Hebrayk 
peple, allas! / Is this to yow a thyng that is honest, / That swich a boy shal walken as 
hym lest / In youre despit, and synge of swich sentence, / Which is agayn youre lawes 
reverence?”(VII.560-4). The Jews adopt Satan’s condemnatory feelings and conspire 
to kill the boy, hiring one among them to commit the murder (VII.565-7). The 
murderer cuts the boy’s throat and throws him into a latrine (VII.570-3). At this point 
in the narrative, an apostrophic address to the Jews intrudes, followed by an 
apostrophe to the chorister: 
O cursed folk of Herodes al newe, 
What may youre yvel entente yow availle? 




And namely ther th' onour of God shal sprede; 
The blood out crieth on youre cursed dede. 
O martir, sowded to virginitee, 
Now maystow syngen, folwynge evere in oon 
The white Lamb celestial -- quod she – (VII.574-81) 
The apostrophe to the Jews figures them as new Herods in a reference to the slaughter 
of the innocents, establishing the speaker’s condemnatory feeling and the 
triumphantly righteous conviction that such murders will only serve to spread the 
honor of God. The second apostrophe, to the chorister, calls him a martyr, 
establishing the speaker’s tender devotion to this virgin lamb and reverence for his 
sanctity. The boy’s singing (“now maystow syngen”) is contingent upon the “yvel 
entente” and “cursed dede” of the story’s Jews as conceived by the apostrophic voice, 
and the potent interlace of the speaker’s condemnation and tender piety enables the 
rest of the tale to unfold. It is only because these apostrophes cross paths, intertwining 
Christian devotion and anti-Semitism, that the tale proceeds as it does: the dead boy 
sings, he is discovered, and the Christian community coheres around his rendition of 
the Alma redemptoris mater as the song draws more and more Christians to the latrine 
and then to the bier where the boy’s body is taken. Finally, the Jews are massacred as 
the result of this gathering. In positioning the apostrophe as the catalyst for the Jews’ 
massacre, the tale represents the potential of the apostrophe to address imaginative 
others in a manner that has consequences for the community of Jews within the tale; 
the imaginative address carries violent consequences for the Jewish community within 




In the Prioress’s sequence, the chorister and his peer indicate common feelings 
of devotion by singing the Alma redemptoris mater. They also share the 
understanding that by singing the antiphon they honor Mary, an understanding also 
held by their fellow Christians in the story and the story’s narrating voice, and this 
shared understanding of apostrophic speech—the rhetorical community it 
establishes—proves fundamental to the tale’s catastrophic violence. The chiastic 
binding together of the Christian devotional and anti-Semitic plots evokes the binding 
together of the Christian community at the expense of outsiders, and points to the 
written craftedness embedded within a putatively oral performance that is manifested 
through aural literacy. The craftedness of these apostrophes underscores the tale’s 
status as an oral performance underpinned by literate practices; Chaucer’s tale has as 
much in common with the written Miracles of the Virgin as with oral blood libels.79 
By the time the Canterbury Tales were composed, the blood libels in an England 
empty of Jews had found their most secure purchase in written form in the Miracles of 
the Virgin, replicated there from manuscript to manuscript and in the private and 
public readings these miracles received—readingss that by this point were informed, 
supported, or enabled by inscription. Even at earlier stages, as in Thomas of 
Monmouth’s hagiography of William of Norwich, for instance, written rhetoric 
worked as one factor in propagating the blood libels.80 
The blood libels were written down; these written stories were spoken aloud. 
In the Prioress’s Prologue and Tale, the apostrophe lends itself to the written 
simulation of spoken words and the oral adoption of written sayings, which I call 
aural literacy. In rhetorical manuals and in poetic works such as this one, apostrophes 




unified collective of people who share common feelings as well as a rhetorical 
community of people who share the same understanding about the apostrophe’s uses 
and effects, enhancing its unifying capabilities. The Prioress’s Tale illustrates the 
potential dangers of these doubly unifying operations. Apostrophes are short, 
formulaic, and memorable enough to spark repetitions and to serve as formal models 
for new apostrophes, moving from Latin to vernacular contexts and from literate to 
illiterate speakers while retaining the authority of their uses in Latin writing, Latin 
schooling, and officially sanctioned performances such as the liturgy. The rhetorical 
devices that worked the hinge between oral and literate settings in late medieval 
England reveal the contingency of oral and written practices upon one another, the 
potency of aural literacy in articulating communities, and the centrality of shared 







Alison’s Open Speaking and Shared Sayings  
in the Wife of Bath’s Prologue  
 
Geoffrey Chaucer’s Wife of Bath’s Prologue in part consists of sayings drawn 
from other contexts. It teems with others’ words in the form of the short, formulaic, 
repeatable phrases that I call shared sayings. Critics agree that Alison’s relationship to 
these sayings is a central concern of the text; the Wife has been described as a rather 
self-serving manipulator of biblical materials, for instance, as she turns commonly 
available utterances to her advantage.81 Less well recognized in these discussions of 
Alison’s character has been the fact that she is a fiction that represents a certain style 
of speaking, and that her famous battle with Jankyn comprises a conflict between the 
two characters’ different styles of using shared sayings: Alison’s open to dissent, and 
Jankyn’s closed to it.82 Whereas Jankyn uses shared sayings to exclude alternative 
viewpoints and to force his way of thinking on a silent, accepting listener, Alison uses 
them to embrace the internal contradictions inherent in common language. In a verbal 
environment characterized by competition and the strategic use of others’ words, 
Alison’s victory over Jankyn signals the ascendency of her speaking style over his. 
I argue that we can better understand the Wife’s Prologue by approaching this 
conflict in speaking styles in light of the mixed oral and literate practices at play in 
late medieval England. Alison displays the kind of aural literacy (a facility with 
shared sayings gained by hearing) that became far more common in the fourteenth 




from preachers and from Jankyn reading aloud his book of wikked wyves.83 Jankyn’s 
speech is tethered to the written text yet also indicative of aural practices, as he 
engages in the common practice of prelection enabled by his literacy. Jankyn and 
Alison inhabit a verbal environment rich in written, spoken, and prelected sayings, an 
abounding stock of shared speeches available for adoption by canny speakers. Both 
Jankyn’s use of shared sayings—the antifeminist proverbs and tales he repeats from 
his book—and Alison’s repetition of such sayings depend on mixed oral and literate 
modes.  
The version of history that sees late medieval England evolving along a 
developmental timeline from orality to literacy might predict the more literate Jankyn 
to be the victorious member of this pair; after all, he is a clerk trained at Oxford and 
has all the rhetorical advantages of the wisdom gained from the books he has studied 
and the book he reads aloud.84 It is Alison, however, with her discordant speaking 
style that puts different sayings in conflict with one another, who vanquishes her 
opponent Jankyn, as he speaks ever-consistent sayings with the same message: that 
wives are wicked. Through literacy and aurality, both Jankyn and Alison have access 
to a common hoard of shared sayings to be deployed to rhetorical advantage, and they 
both use antifeminist utterances. Their styles of deploying these materials differ 
dramatically, though, as Alison opens her speech to dissenting sayings, while Jankyn 
hones his to exclude any such internal contradiction. Alison draws her speech from 
anywhere and everywhere, tapping into the verbal potential of a social environment 
populated by oral and literate practices, drawing attention to the changes sayings 




sayings that appear in his book, doggedly following after the authorities it contains 
and winnowing its message down to a single point to the exclusion of all others.  
As Susan Crane has argued, in using antifeminist clerical proverbs, Alison is 
“speaking from elsewhere.”85 Alison’s speech replaces the typical clerical speaker of 
such sayings with a different speaker: an unschooled laywoman. But what enables this 
shift? It is Alison’s aural literacy that underpins her use of clerical sayings; she says 
she speaks sayings that “me was toold” (9). Her aural literacy is contiguous with the 
aural practices of a post-Lateran IV England: the use of short, formulaic sayings by 
preachers in hopes that laypeople would remember their messages; the sprinkling of 
miracle and morality plays with pithy proverbs; the prelection of literates like Jankyn 
in domestic settings, beyond the confines of the university. The Prologue refracts 
these practices in Alison’s hearing of “prechyng,” of “pleyes of myracles,” and of 
Jankyn’s reading aloud of his book of wicked wives: “He hadde a book that gladly, 
nyght and day, / For his desport he wolde rede always” (557; 558; 669-670). If Alison 
poaches on clerical preserves in repeating the shared sayings that permeated the 
sermons, plays, and prelected books of her verbal environment, this poaching is the 
inevitable result of post-Lateran IV moves to educate the laity, moves here condensed 
into the figure of Jankyn, a clerk who reads his book aloud to educate his unschooled 
wife. Alison’s speaking style becomes indicative of the spreading of clerical sayings 
beyond clerical contexts; she says what she hears, repeating from elsewhere. 
Even as their speaking styles differ, Jankyn and Alison hold common beliefs 
about shared sayings’ rhetorical functions. In this, they form a rhetorical community 
of two. I use the term rhetorical community to designate those who hold shared 




Alison and Jankyn understand common utterances as carrying cultural authority and 
the potential to bring their users profit may be considered a literary refraction of 
similar understandings in late medieval England, the appearance of which in London 
city records I discuss at the end of this chapter. Both characters understand proverbs, 
for instance, as a way of endowing themselves with authority as speakers. More than 
this, they use proverbs to acquire what they want; for Jankyn, this is a docile wife; for 
Alison, it is sovereignty over her husbands and control over goods and money. The 
Prologue promises that speakers who use shared sayings—especially in Alison’s 
discordant style—stand to profit in the form of power, goods, and freedoms; city 
archives bear traces of this promise and its repercussions. 
 
* * * 
 
 Alison’s speeches have often been viewed in light of her character, as critics 
have found in her citations of the Bible an unlearned mind that willfully turns dimly 
recalled materials to her own purposes.86 Her Prologue begins, for instance, with her 
account of Christ’s encounter with the Samaritan woman, which she uses to support 
her own multiple marriages:  
“Thou hast yhad fyve housbondes,” quod he,  
“And that ilke man that now hath thee  
Is noght thyn housbonde,” thus seyde he certeyn.  
What that he mente therby, I kan nat seyn;  
But that I axe, why that the fifthe man  




How manye myghte she have in mariage? (17-23)87  
Some critics have seen this passage as evidence of Alison’s ignorant or mercenary 
misinterpretation of the Bible, while others have called her an exemplary exegete.88 
The critical impulse to defend or defame the Wife of Bath’s character has drawn 
discussion away from the speaking style enacted here, and from its ludic manipulation 
of shared sayings’ repeatability.  
 After deploying the citation about the Samaritan woman, Alison pits a 
contradictory saying against it: “God bad us for to wexe and multiplye; / That gentil 
text kan I wel understonde” (28-29). In using internally disparate sayings, Alison 
harnesses the mobility in reiteration, the potential for difference in each re-speaking 
of common phrases. By uttering the saying about the Samaritan woman with the 
command to wax and multiply, Alison widens the horizon of interpretation for both. 
As Frank Kermode has noted in “Hoti’s Business,” “dark speeches” such as parables 
demand interpretation (23-4); medieval exegetes produced such interpretations. 
However, Alison’s adoption and deployment of these sayings differs from that of such 
exegetes, who would have encountered the sayings they discussed in the Bible and 
interpreted them to arrive at a better understanding of it. By contrast, Alison has 
acquired these sayings through hearing and repeats them for her own gain: here, the 
pilgrims’ approval of her multiple marriages. In introducing her example of the 
Samaritan woman, Alison expressly notes that she has heard such sayings from others 
and that she is repeating them here, stressing their received nature: “But me was toold, 
certeyn, nat longe agoon is, / That sith that Crist ne wente nevere but onis / To 
weddyng, in the Cane of Galilee, / That by the same ensample taughte he me / That I 




or aural means—that is, through hearing them spoken or hearing them read aloud—
re-speaking them without the anchorage of the material text. In the process of 
repeating what others have said, she distorts commonly accepted meanings by 
articulating contradictory sayings in proximity to one another. Pitting contradictory 
sayings against one another allows her to manipulate accepted meanings for her own 
purposes: layering Christ’s words about marriage with God’s command to wax and 
multiply casts multiple marriages in a more positive light. She gains the approval of at 
least one of the pilgrims by such tactics when the Pardoner begs her to “teche us 
yonge men of youre praktike” (187). 
 Alison’s manipulation of shared sayings appears most fully in her long 
account of the words she puts into her husbands’ mouths (lines 234-451). This 
account celebrates the free play of repetition, the potential for change inherent in any 
re-speaking of received verbal materials. By depicting herself putting common 
phrases into her husbands’ mouths, Alison transforms the accepted meanings of these 
utterances as she draws attention to the distortions that such repetitions catalyze. She 
accuses her first three husbands of using antifeminist sayings against her: “Thou 
comest hoom as dronken as a mous, / And prechest on thy bench, with yvel preef!” 
(246-7). Alison repeats to these husbands—at length—the antifeminist sayings they 
have spouted in their intoxication: “Thow seyst that droppyng houses, and eek smoke, 
/ And chidyng wyves maken men to flee / Out of hir owene houses; a, benedicitee!” 
(278-780). This saying stems from the Book of Proverbs, and was likely widely 
repeated, a common utterance used by many.89 Of course, her first three husbands 
never did say these things, as Alison soon communicates to her pilgrim audience: 




on honde / That thus they seyden in hir dronkenesse; / And al was fals…” (379-382). 
Through re-speaking, Alison puts sayings with accepted antifeminist meanings to 
work for a different purpose: to criticize her husbands. She speaks proverbs that 
illustrate wives’ faults in order to accuse her husbands of faults and to master them 
through rhetoric. The fact that this entire section is a re-imagination of Alison’s past 
verbal exchanges with her husbands for the pilgrim audience means that these sayings 
acquire still another use upon their re-speaking for the pilgrims. Alison deploys the 
sayings she used to master her husbands to persuade the pilgrims of her rhetorical 
facility. Alison recognizes and avails herself of the fact that the repetition of shared 
sayings has the potential to change their accepted meanings. 
 Alison profits from her style as she uses shared sayings against her first three 
husbands to gain goods and freedoms. After recounting the long list of the 
antifeminist sayings she’s put in her husbands’ mouths to the pilgrims, Alison finishes 
by telling the pilgrims the point of her words. The point of accusing her husbands of 
verbally berating her has been to ward off their suspicious and miserly ways: “Thus 
seistow, olde barel-ful of lyes! / And yet of oure apprentice Janekyn, / For his crispe 
heer, shynynge as gold so fyn, / And for he squiereth me bothe up and doun, / Yet 
hastow caught a fals suspecioun” (302-306). Alison’s speech has been targeted to gain 
the upper hand over her suspicious husbands and to preserve her freedom in having 
the apprentice attend her “bothe up and doun.” She wants more than this freedom, 
though, as she also demands greater control over household goods: “But tel me this: 
why hydestow, with sorwe, / The keyes of thy cheste awey fro me? / It is my good as 
wel as thyn, pardee!” (308-309) She goes on to levy this claim more insistently: 




good; / That oon thou shalt forgo, maugree thyne yen” (313-315). Her rather one-
sided exchange with her old husbands has been targeted to gain freedom and control 
over household goods. 
 This pattern soon becomes even more pronounced, as Alison describes the 
continuation of these verbal battles with her husbands in bed, where she says “I quitte 
hem word for word” (422). She repays every word her husbands speak against her 
with her own words against them: “I ne owe hem nat a word that it nys quit. / I 
broghte it so aboute by my wit / That they moste yeve it up” (425-427). In repaying 
her husbands word for word, Alison forces her husbands to give up arguing, to give 
Alison her way. The phrase “yeve it up,” and particularly the verb “yeven,” links this 
passage to other moments in the Prologue that have to do with acquiring control over 
material goods through verbal means. The verb appears early in the Prologue to refer 
to giving verbal commands or permission: “Poul dorste nat comanden, atte leeste, / A 
thyng of which his maister yaf noon heeste” (73-74). Because God has not given a 
command about virginity, St. Paul cannot either; in turn, then, St. Paul cannot 
command Alison to be a virgin: “I woot wel that th' apostel was a mayde; / But 
nathelees, thogh that he wroot and sayde / He wolde that every wight were swich as 
he, / Al nys but conseil to virginitee. / And for to been a wyf he yaf me leve / Of 
indulgence” (79-84). Because God “yaf noon heeste” about virginity, St. Paul “yaf me 
leve” to be a wife. The Prologue thus associates the verb “yeven” with the sayings of 
oft-quoted authorities sayings that have been given for re-use by speakers such as 
Alison: the very shared sayings by which Alison forces her husbands to give her the 
advantage, such that “by my wit / …they moste yeve it up.” Alison goes on to say that 




oure byrthe” (400). She uses the wit she has been given to win a rhetorical victory 
over her husbands, getting their lands and wealth. She gloats that “I hadde hem hoolly 
in myn hond” (211) and “they hadde me yeven al hir lond” (212). By forcing her 
husbands to give up arguing through given sayings, she gets their land: “they had me 
yeven hir lond and hir tresoor” (204). A pattern of using given words to get things 
emerges over the course of these lines. 
 Upon marrying Jankyn, though, Alison says that “to hym yaf I al the lond and 
fee / That evere was me yeven therbifoore. / But afterward repented me ful soore” 
(630-632). Their struggle over his book results in Alison’s recovery of what she has 
given him: “He yaf me al the bridel in myn hond, / To han the governance of hous and 
lond, / And of his tonge, and of his hond also; / And made hym brenne his book anon 
right tho. / And whan that I hadde geten unto me, / By maistrie, al the soveraynetee… 
/ After that day we hadden never debaat” (813-818; 822). It is the burning of Jankyn’s 
book—his compilation of given sayings in inscribed form—that enables Alison to get 
mastery of his tongue, his hand, and their house and lands; this burning results in 
Alison’s sovereignty and the cessation of “debaat” between them, in terms of both 
verbal and physical conflict. The book represents Jankyn’s speaking style; he holds it 
in his hands as he reads antifeminist sayings from it every night: “And every nyght 
and day was his custume, / Whan he hadde leyser and vacacioun / From oother 
worldly occupacioun, / To reden on this book of wikked wyves” (682-685). This book 
underpins Jankyn’s style of using the commonly available utterances written on its 
pages. His style, so different from Alison’s, involves repeating the utterances 




voices of authorities to impress their message on a listener who would ideally accept 
his words in silence. 
In some ways, the fact that his book is a compilation enables Jankyn’s 
speaking style; it is the compilation’s ordinatio that allows Jankyn to stay on his 
unwavering topic of wicked wives. Jankyn’s book of wicked wives may be 
considered rather ideologically uniform, a uniformity that resulted from developments 
in the organization of shared sayings as they appeared in compilations over the course 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The appearance of Jankyn’s book in the 
Prologue reflects a broader cultural trend in thirteenth and fourteenth-century Oxford 
that involved the compilation of antifeminist propaganda in an effort to discourage 
clerks from marriage (Pratt). This trend involved the selective and interpretative 
actions of clerks in compiling antifeminist sayings. The fact that Jankyn’s book bears 
on the single subject of wicked wives can also be attributed to historical developments 
in terms of compilation. As Malcolm B. Parkes explains, in the thirteenth century, 
compilation became increasingly important not just as a means of collecting 
authoritative sayings for reference but also as a means of making those sayings more 
accessible to users by organizing them into topical categories (127). Compilation 
became “a critical procedure by which the diverse auctoritates [could] be divided up 
and redeployed according to the nature of the subject matter” (Parkes 128). Parkes 
gives a name to this guiding principle of the compilers—“divide and subordinate”—
pointing to the implicit assumption in compiling practice that a compilation’s 
divisions and subordinations mirrored the organization of the real world (129). Thus, 
the defining characteristic of the “age of the compiler” in the thirteenth and fourteenth 




others could reuse the material according to topical divisions with the implicit 
assumption that these division reflected ones in the real world (Parkes 130). The 
fictional Jankyn’s ability to read silently or aloud about the topic of wicked wives is 
attributable to these newly crystallized conventions of the compilation. 
In other ways, however, Jankyn’s uniform speaking style, calculated to 
enforce an unvarying perspective, belies the way in which compilations gather 
different sayings by different authorities together and so inevitably contain internal 
contradictions. In flattening the contradictions between the different sayings in his 
compilation, Jankyn’s speaking style flies in the face of compilation theory. Indeed, 
some compilers explicitly distinguished compilations from harmonized concordances; 
the creator of a concordance labored to find points of agreement between statements, 
while a compiler had no such charge (Minnis "Late-Medieval" 389). As the theory of 
compilation developed over the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, compilers 
increasingly clarified their own relationships to the shared sayings that appeared in 
their compilations. This development made two options available to them: either to 
claim a transparency of intention that indicated a lack of responsibility for the 
contradictions in the sayings compiled, or to mark a distinction between the 
compiler’s opinions and those of the authorities whose sayings he compiled (Minnis 
"Late-Medieval" 390-1; 95-6).90 The increasing separation between the compiler and 
the sayings compiled was a gradual development, as compilers began more and more 
to distinguish their own thoughts and opinions from those of auctoritates on the page 
itself, using different colors of text, special marginal symbols, or even personal 
initials to mark a difference between themselves and the sayings they compiled 




transparent conduit for the sayings of auctoritates represents the older and perhaps 
more dominant strand of thought (Minnis "Late-Medieval" 390-1). It is certainly this 
latter position that underwrites Jankyn’s reading in the Prologue, as he fully adopts 
the opinions of the authorities whose sayings he speaks, merging his voice with theirs 
into an internally consistent whole. Yet Jankyn’s burial of contradictions within these 
authorities’ sayings is at odds with compilers’ recognition of those contradictions, 
whether in noting their own lack of responsibility for them or in clearly distinguishing 
their own opinions from those of authorities. 
In Jankyn’s adoption of shared sayings, he bends them to his own purposes as 
surely as Alison does when she transforms their meanings. As Ralph Hanna has 
noted, Alison exposes the transparency of the compiler as a fiction ("Compilatio" 7). 
The most famous lines from the Prologue that explicitly address the bias in clerical 
speech and writing points out that clerks have selected materials that serve their own 
rhetorical ends: “Who peyntede the leon, tel me who? / By God, if wommen hadde 
writen stories, / As clerkes han withinne hire oratories, / They wolde han writen of 
men moore wikkednesse / Than al the mark of Adam may redresse” (692-696).91 
Alison argues here that the stories that clerks have written in their oratiories tell of 
women’s wickedness. These stories that clerks told in their oratories, of course, often 
came from compilations created as aids to speaking on specific topics. In pointing to 
the fact that shared sayings originate with authors and are always mediated by human 
choices, Alison shows that the compiler’s transparency is an illusion. Alison 
emphasizes that Jankyn’s sayings have their origins in other earthly speakers, 




he uses, she illuminates the fact that bending received utterances to one’s own 
purposes was a common practice (669-685).  
In this, the Prologue participates in a widespread linguistic practice in late 
medieval England. As Alastair Minnis has pointed out, the action of the Church 
fathers, Jankyn, and Alison herself in twisting Scripture to suit their own purposes 
was quite usual in the late medieval university setting: “it is clear, then, that extracts 
of authoritative works, the auctoritates, were ammunition to be fired during scholastic 
wars of words, with full, partial, or no reference to the contexts from which they 
came: the schoolmen fought to win, and just about any manipulation of a source was 
deemed fair in a debate” (Fallible 258). Indeed, Theresa Tinkle’s examination of 
medieval scribes’ marginal notes in the extant manuscripts of the Prologue reinforces 
the conclusion that these self-interested uses of shared sayings were a commonly 
accepted, rather than controversial, verbal practice in the fifteenth century, as scribes 
concur with Alison’s partial and fragmentary uses of Scripture by adding marginal 
notations that extend and support her points.92  
Like Jankyn, Alison is a compiler, but she is an aural compiler who 
acknowledges the battles between existing sayings. She, too, “divides and 
subordinates” shared sayings into topics, but in doing so, she presents warring sayings 
and interjects her own opinion as well; as Hanna notes, she is a “compiler of a new 
stripe” ("Compilatio" 7). This occurs, for instance, in the opening speech on the topic 
of multiple marriages discussed above, where Alison cites Jesus’ words to the 
Samaritan woman alongside the command to wax and multiply, then interjects her 
own opinion as well: “Yblessed be God that I have wedded fyve!...Welcome the 




contradictory utterances. She cites a saying from Proverbs that is ostensibly spoken by 
her old husbands but clearly references Jankyn’s book, which contains the “Parables 
of Salomon” (679) (i.e., the Book of Proverbs): “Thou seydest eek that ther been 
thynges thre, / The whiche thynges troublen al this erthe, / And that no wight may 
endure the ferthe” (362-364). This fourth thing is a “hateful wyf” (366). Indeed, 
Jankyn himself uses a proverb that is very similar to this one, whose source is also 
Proverbs.93 Alison goes on to pose the following question: “Been ther none othere 
maner resemblances / That ye may likne youre parables to, / But if a sely wyf be oon 
of tho?” (368-370). This question brings into focus the difference between Jankyn’s 
selective reading of antifeminist proverbs and the realities of their ultimate source, the 
Book of Proverbs. Though the Book of Proverbs does contain many antifeminist 
sayings, it also contains utterances about women that are overwhelmingly positive in 
their valence—utterances excluded from Jankyn’s reading of sayings compiled from 
it.94 
In recognizing the hidden diversity of Jankyn’s source, or at least questioning 
the uniformity of his rendering of Solomon’s parables, Alison taps into larger 
medieval ideas about the Book of Proverbs. Fourteenth-century thinkers considered 
Proverbs to be a collectio, rather than a compilatio. The collectio, like a compilatio, 
was defined as a collection of sayings, but the two differed primarily with regard to 
the diversity and organization of the sayings contained therein; a collectio was 
composed of a variety of sayings that had been gathered over time without the 
ordinatio of grouping by topic (Minnis "Late-Medieval" 417). Proverbs was 
considered to be a collectio, as a collection of internally diverse sayings gathered 




toward the internal diversity of Jankyn’s source in terms of its conflicting sayings, 
exposing the principle of selectivity that has brought proverbs about wicked wives 
into Jankyn’s book as well as Jankyn’s additional selective action in reading chosen 
proverbs aloud. 
 In counterpoint to this separation of uniform sayings from the stock of 
contradictory common utterances, the Prologue offers Alison’s celebration of those 
very contradictions. This impulse has corollaries in medieval dialogues such as the 
dialogue between Solomon and Marcolf, which delights in the conflicts inherent in 
the teeming store of shared utterances available to speakers. As carriers of competing 
cultural beliefs, proverbs and other types of shared sayings lend themselves to 
conflicting uses, as Walter Ong has argued (Orality and Literacy 44); the dialogue 
between Solomon and Marcolf exemplifies this point. In the dialogue, Solomon 
serves as the representative of learned sayings while Marcolf serves as the 
representative of common, folk proverbs. This text was long-lived and widespread: its 
European manuscript tradition dates back to the tenth century, and its popularity only 
waned in the late sixteenth century (Davis 227).96 This type of dialogue formalized 
and dramatized the internal inconsistency and conflicting nature of shared sayings, as 
Solomon and Marcolf traded sayings that undermined, negated, or conflicted with one 
another.97 The distinction between learned and popular proverbs in this text was a 
fairly artificial one. As Natalie Zemon Davis points out, by the later Middle Ages, the 
distinction between learned and common proverbs became attenuated, as clerics used 
both indiscriminately to exert the fullest possible rhetorical effects on their lay 




The Prologue celebrates the clashes between shared sayings as the dialogue of 
Solomon and Marcolf does, and in some ways this conflict could also be framed as an 
encounter between a learned figure (Jankyn, with his fairly basic university education) 
and an unlearned figure (Alison, an illiterate woman). The Prologue undoes this strict 
opposition, however, through Alison’s aural literacy. As Davis points out, clerics used 
learned proverbs to educate laypeople, and as Alison’s fictional example shows, those 
educated aurally absorbed and repeated learned proverbs. The dialogue thus staged in 
the Prologue is not a conflict between learned and popular styles. Rather, it is a 
conflict between speech wedded to a single point, undergirded by the literate authority 
of the book, and speech comprised of sayings learned by hearing: that is, Alison’s 
speaking of shared utterances in a manner that exploits the fact that each utterance is a 
link in the chain of repetitions, and that each repetition changes the saying. 
* * * 
Even as Jankyn and Alison’s styles differ so greatly, they both recognize the 
cultural authority carried by common utterances, and by virtue of this shared 
understanding come together into a rhetorical community. Jankyn invariably invokes 
the sayings of authorities in a manner that denies difference between the distant 
speaker (the authority) and the proximal speaker (Jankyn) such that the two speakers 
blend into one authoritative voice. Alison does this as well, but only sometimes. In 
this, both characters use proverbs and similar materials in a manner that draws on 
their cultural authority. As Cameron Louis has noted, a proverb carries authority 
because it is “a recognisable utterance with a tradition behind it” ("Authority" 118).98 
Louis argues that proverbs carry authority by virtue of being proverbs, or types of 




relates the proverbs that Jankyn had previously spoken to her, she specifically 
designates them as proverbs—that is, as received sayings that are as ubiquitous as the 
grasses or herbs that grow in such profusion on the earth: “He spak moore harm than 
herte may bithynke, / And therwithal he knew of mo proverbs / Than in this world 
ther growen gras or herbes. / ‘Bet is,’ quod he, ‘thyn habitacioun / Be with a leon or a 
foul dragoun, / Than with a womman usynge for to chyde…’” (772-777). Here, 
Jankyn merges his voice with that of others to impress his message on a passive 
listener who is not expected to speak back. The comparison of Janykn’s proverbs with 
grasses or herbs recalls the common medieval designation for proverb collections—
florilegia—or gatherings of flowers; Jankyn’s proverbs are represented as being even 
more ubiquitous than flowers, in the form of common grasses and herbs. In their 
ubiquity and their common nature, these proverbs carry authority. Here, proverbs 
appear as Louis’s utterances that are authoritative because they carry a recognizable 
speech tradition behind them.100  
 Both Jankyn and Alison also recognize that proverbs carry authority because 
they may be attributed to authoritative speakers; this power of attribution underlies the 
name-dropping in the Prologue. As Louis notes, the attribution of medieval proverbs 
does not operate as a citation would in modern terms, where a proverb’s user 
designates the source of the saying for the sake of the accurate communication of that 
source. Rather, attribution in Middle English proverb collections signals the 
authoritative nature of the saying: “this attribution was more a rhetorical device than 
an accurate documenting of sources” ("Authority" 118). The rhetorical action of 
attributing proverbs to historical speakers primarily works to establish the credibility 




"Authority" 102). Indeed, the proverbs spoken by Jankyn above undergo a collective 
attribution in the Prologue, as he is depicted relating the names of the speakers of the 
sayings he recites such that Alison can repeat these names, which include those of 
such authorities as Jerome, Solomon, and Ovid (674; 679; 680). At times, Alison 
speaks proverbs with attribution as well; for instance, she describes herself using 
proverbs to convince her first three husbands that they should be happy with the 
amount of “queynte” they receive from her, relying on the moral authority of Ptolemy 
to underscore her point: 
The wise astrologien, Daun Ptholome, 
That seith this proverbe in his Almageste: 
“Of alle men his wysdom is the hyeste 
That rekketh nevere who hath the world in honde.”  
By this proverbe thou shalt understonde, 
Have thou ynogh, what thar thee recche or care 
How myrily that othere folkes fare? 
For, certeyn, olde dotard, by youre leve, 
Ye shul have queynte right ynogh at eve. (324-332) 
Just as Jankyn uses the words of Jerome, Solomon and Ovid to persuade Alison of 
women’s faults, Alison uses the words of Ptolemy to convince her first three husbands 
that their sexual jealousy is unreasonable. Yet even as Alison draws on Ptolemy’s 
moral authority through attribution, she performs her playful transformation of 




 Though Alison, like Jankyn, recognizes the power of received utterances and 
their attributions, she demonstrates a far greater flexibility of speaking in her 
willingness to change received sayings and to battle them with other received sayings.  
She describes Jankyn’s speaking of proverbs: “And thanne wolde he upon his Bible 
seke / That ilke proverbe of Ecclesiaste / Where he comandeth and forbedeth faste / 
Man shal nat suffre his wyf go roule aboute” (650-653). Jankyn proceeds to 
supplement his message that men should keep their wives at home with a popular 
jingle: “Thanne wolde he seye right thus, withouten doute: / ‘Whoso that buyldeth his 
hous al of salwes, / And priketh his blynde hors over the falwes, / And suffreth his 
wyf to go seken halwes, / Is worthy to been hanged on the galwes!’” (654-658). Here, 
Jankyn buttresses the cultural authority of Solomon with a more popular saying, 
authoritative because it is commonly recognized as being spoken by many. Both 
sayings underscore Jankyn’s point that wives should stay at home.  
Alison, however, meets these common utterances with her own: “But al for 
noght, I sette noght an hawe / Of his proverbes n' of his olde sawe, / Ne I wolde nat of 
hym corrected be” (650-661). Alison contradicts Jankyn’s popular jingle with her own 
version of a popular idiom (“I sette noght an hawe / Of his proverbes n' of his olde 
sawe”), delighting in her ability to dissent from his sayings with her own. Despite 
their difference, both Alison and Jankyn use shared sayings with a common 
understanding of the cultural authority they hold through attribution; in addition, both 
characters use these sayings to get what they want. Jankyn, who wants an obedient 
wife who stays at home, fails in his wholesale adoption of others’ voices. Alison, in 
her ludic celebrations of the changes performed on received materials by re-speaking, 




profitability of commonly available phrases, Jankyn and Alison refract larger 
rhetorical patterns at play in fourteenth-century England.  
* * * 
London city archives show speakers turning already-written or already-said 
utterances to their advantage. In these accounts, canny speakers harness the power of 
iteration, and their culture’s faith in the authority of received materials, for their own 
gain. The records show civic powers regulating and punishing these self-serving 
gambits in an attempt to control a fractious and unruly rhetorical community of 
speakers who understood received utterances as a means to put money in their 
pockets. 
An initial example will serve to introduce this dynamic as it appears in the 
archives. In Riley’s Memorials of London and London Life, which includes notable 
excerpts from the City of London’s Letter-Books, which themselves contain notable 
entries in the records of the mayor’s office, appear several cases in which the 
repetition of others’ words—or forged versions of others’ words—appears as a 
potentially lucrative, though risky, source of money. Some individuals circulated false 
reports while begging for alms, in the hopes that someone would pay them for their 
news (Riley Memorials 479). Others spun false tidings of pilgrimages they never 
took, gaining money and goods in return (Riley Memorials 584). Others intervened 
more actively in the process of repetition, making up the sayings of others in order to 
get paid for delivering those sayings (Riley Memorials 431).  
Some cases describe situations in which the relationship between speech and 
writing—and individuals’ aurally literate uses of shared sayings—comes to the fore. 




physician - a sentence directly related to Clerk’s aural literacy (Riley Memorials 464-
6). This entry establishes that just before Ash Wednesday in 1382, Roger Clerk 
presented himself at the home of Roger at Hacche, whose wife, Johanna, was ill. 
Roger Clerk told Roger at Hacche that he was a physician and could offer Johanna a 
cure. For twelve pence, Roger Clerk gave Roger at Hacche “an old parchment, cut or 
scratched across, being the leaf of a certain book, and rolled it up in a piece of cloth of 
gold, asserting that it would be very good for the fever and ailments of the said 
Johanna; and this parchment, so rolled up, he put about her neck…” (Riley Memorials 
465). In this way, Roger Clerk traded a parchment, ostensibly containing a healing 
charm, for twelve pence. As would soon become apparent by the fact that the 
parchment contained no such charm, this was no simple trade of a shared saying for 
money (though such exchanges undoubtedly occurred); instead, Roger Clerk was here 
exploiting his culture’s faith in the power of shared sayings—as charms—for his own 
gain. These charms were, in fact, often passages of Scripture or common religious 
sayings written on parchment and tied around the body of the ill person. Like Alison, 
Roger Clerk traded on the cultural authority inherent within shared sayings—this time 
presented in writing—without necessarily subscribing to that authority himself, as 
Roger at Hacche was willing to pay for what he believed was a charm written on a 
parchment, confident in this saying’s potential to cure his wife.  
 The severity with which city authorities reacted to Clerk’s action indicates a 
conflict within late medieval culture about the proper uses of such sayings; it is likely 
that Clerk was not alone in exploiting others’ belief in the healing power of charms, 
and city officials targeted his exploitative action as unlawful. When Johanna did not 




the piece of parchment he had sold to Roger at Hacche. Upon being asked what was 
written on the parchment, Roger Clerk said it was a good charm for fevers; 
upon being further asked by the Court what were the words of this 
charm of his, he said – “Anima Christi, sanctifica me; corpus Christi, 
salva me; in isanguis Christi, nebria me; cum bonus Christus tu, lava 
me;” “Soul of Christ, sanctify me; body of Christ, save me; blood of 
Christ, drench me; as thou art good Christ, wash me.” And the 
parchment being then examined, not one of those words was found 
written thereon. And he was then further told by the Court, that a straw 
beneath his foot would be of just as much avail for fevers, as this said 
charm of his was; whereupon, he fully granted that it would be so. 
(465) 
Clerk here stated that a common prayer—a shared saying—was written on the 
parchment, but this turned out to be false. If Clerk’s words had matched up with the 
parchment, he would likely have been judged innocent of any trespass. The mayor’s 
court told Clerk that the piece of parchment he sold to Roger at Hacche was worth as 
much as “a straw beneath his foot”—that the parchment was essentially worthless—
precisely because it did not contain the writing that Roger Clerk claimed it did. If the 
parchment had contained that writing, Clerk’s use of it may well have been deemed 
legitimate. His recitation of the prayer in the passage above signals his aural literacy; 
he learned the prayer by hearing it read aloud or hearing it recited by others. It is his 
aural literacy that marks him as a criminal in the eyes of the mayor’s court, as well as 




his knowledge of the rhetorical conventions surrounding medical charms led him to 
turn those conventions to his own profit.  
Clerk was judged by the court to be illiterate; his aural literacy, constituted by 
his ability to recite a shared saying but his inability to read it in manuscript form, 
became the target of the court’s discipline: 
And because that the same Roger Clerk was in no way a literate man, 
and seeing that on the examinations aforesaid, (as well as on others 
afterwards made,) he was found to be an infidel, and altogether 
ignorant of the art of physic or of surgery; and to the end that the 
people might not be deceived and aggrieved by such ignorant persons, 
etc.; it was adjudged that the same Roger Clerk should be led through 
the middle of the City, with trumpets and pipes, he riding on a horse 
without a saddle, the said parchment and a whetstone, for his lies, 
being hung about his neck, an urinal also being hung before him, and 
another urinal on his back. (465-6) 
As Richard Firth Green has pointed out, the use of shared sayings as charms on 
parchment was not necessarily a controversial practice in late medieval England (252-
3). What proved problematic in this case was Roger Clerk’s self-serving manipulation 
of shared sayings through his aural literacy. The court’s ruling implies that his 
behavior would be legitimate if conducted by a literate physician who actually sold a 
parchment with the prayer written upon it. In Roger Clerk’s aural literacy, which 
enabled him to gain from his culture’s faith in the power of repeated shared sayings—
here appearing in a written form over which Clerk implicitly claimed mastery in this 




was a legitimate process in late medieval England: the repetition of shared sayings in 
writing as medical charms. In doing so, he earned the punishment of public 
humiliation: the whetstone hung around his neck to signify his lie, the parchment 
hung about his neck to communicate the mode of the lie in terms of his lack of 
traditional literacy, and urinals hung in front and in back to represent his false 
assumption of the physician’s trade. 
 Such practices proliferate in city archives, which show individuals turning the 
process of iteration to their own advantage. The archives depict other charlatans who 
strategically manipulated others’ belief in the cultural authority of shared sayings 
while working the repeatability of such sayings for their own gain. As Jankyn’s case 
might suggest, these misdirections of the cultural belief in the power of shared sayings 
were as available to literate people as they were to aurally literate people. In some 
cases, literate individuals used shared epistolary formulae for monetary gain, forging 
letters in order to obtain money. For instance, in March 1382, John Croul wrote a 
letter in code to Thomas Potesgrave; John Strattone happened to see the letter and 
copied it, after which he 
forged and fabricated another letter containing the same countersigns 
[code] that were set forth in the first letter, and through the same, thus 
deceitfully made and fabricated, went a short time afterwards, in the 
name of the same Thomas, to the said John Croul, pretending that he 
was sent to him by the said Thomas; and he took of him 13 marks in 





Here, Strattone mixed literate and oral modes as he verbally presented himself to 
Potesgrave with the written coded letter. He manipulated the repeatability of a 
formulaic language shared by Croul and Potesgrave to gain thirteen marks. As 
punishment for “taking” someone else’s shared language and using it to get money, 
the mayor’s court sentenced him to the pillory with the added humiliation of the 
“trumpets and pipes” (Riley Memorials 459). Late medieval letters were most often 
structured by way of rhetorical formulae, and thus qualify as shared sayings in their 
own right.102 As such, they lent themselves to self-serving uses by strategic 
individuals, who could parlay these formulae to their own advantage. For instance, in 
1380, William Lawtone delivered a letter to William Savage, claiming the letter had 
been sent to Savage by one John Sadyngtone of York. The letter directed Savage to 
give Lawtone twenty shillings sterling, referencing a bargain between Savage and 
Sadyngtone. Savage, knowing there was no such bargain, brought Lawtone before the 
mayor’s court, where he was sentenced to the pillory (Riley Memorials 442). Lawtone 
put a common epistolary formula to his own use here, exploiting the repeatability of 
such formulae; the mayor’s court punished such illegitimate uses of formulae in an 
effort to police appropriate and inappropriate modes of repetition.  
Such forgeries of shared sayings were not reserved only for those with the 
ability to write; illiterates (or the aurally literate) could draw on the skills of literates 
to put shared sayings to use for their own gain. One entry tells the story of Thomas 
Pantner, a scrivener hired by William Bowyer to forge a title deed to a tenement 
containing a shop, having discovered that the original deed left the property he desired 
to someone else; the two substituted the false deed for the real one, intervening in the 




of the plot, was sentenced to the pillory “with bare head and bare feet…the said false 
deed being hung about his neck” (Riley Memorials 528). More than this, the court 
sentenced William to a lifelong reputation as a liar:  
the said William should never after be received or admitted to hold any 
office in the same city, or be of the same livery of any trade or craft 
therein, or arrayed in the suit thereof; nor yet should be placed upon 
any inquisition, or received or admitted to testify as to the truth in any 
matter, or be believed as to the truth; but should be held and reputed in 
the future as one defamed, false, and infamous. (Riley Memorials 528-
9) 
Pantner, for his part, was precluded from ever again practicing his trade as scrivener 
(Riley Memorials 529). Thus, the court sentence sought to recast the collusion of the 
literate Pantner and the aurally literate Bowyer (versed enough in title deeds to be able 
to intervene in the process of their writing) into more stable and recognizable forms, 
turning the mixed aural/literate mode of the two together into pure orality and pure 
literacy: William would only ever speak lies, and Pantner would never again write 
lies. In 1412, however, Thomas Pantner appeared again, this time for the forgery of a 
bond within his house by one John Rykone, suggesting that the infractions which 
made their way into the mayor’s courts constituted a small minority of the forgeries 
with which Pantner may have been involved (Riley Memorials 582).  
 The Wife of Bath’s Prologue reveals that speakers may turn the repeatability 
of shared sayings to their advantage, putting those sayings to use in new speech 
situations that serve their users’ own rhetorical ends. This can be accomplished in a 




manner that celebrates the changeability of such sayings upon repetition, as Alison 
does. The battle between fixity and changeability, between these sayings’ enduring 
sameness throughout the process of iteration versus their transformation that puts 
them to work for new and perhaps unintended purposes, finds a corollary struggle in 
city archives in the battle between the mayor’s court and its verbal charlatans. 
Alison’s aural literacy underpins her rhetorical sophistication—her turning of 
Jankyn’s phrases back upon him with fresh, self-serving meanings. The criminals in 
the archives harness the faith of their rhetorical community in the power of oft-
repeated shared sayings, turning the very process of repetition to pecuniary advantage. 
In a competitive verbal environment in which increasing numbers of people harnessed 
the powers of shared sayings for their own gain, Alison and the criminals stand as 
clear indicators of the expansion of literate practices to those without the benefits of 






Usk’s Parable:  
Aurality and Writing in the Testament of Love 
 
 The Testament of Love is a semi-autobiographical work in which Thomas Usk, 
a lay scribe, defended himself from accusations of treachery. As a civic scribe who 
offered the skills of literacy for hire, Usk became involved in the London politics of 
the 1380s; after switching sides in a contentious mayoral election, he was branded as 
a traitor, and wrote the Testament of Love at least partially through the motives of 
self-exculpation. In it, the allegorical figure of Love appears to console an Usk-like 
narrator in his misery. At the end of this piece, Love literally jumps into Usk’s 
heart—“sterte in to myn hert” (3.7.911)—in a move that secures the Usk narrator’s 
own speech and writing (as well as the hoped-for prelection and silent reading of the 
Testament) as stemming from civic love and thus offers a literary rebuttal to charges 
of treachery.103  
Usk inscribed into the Testament a recognition that its audience might hear it 
read aloud or read it silently: the audience is described in the text as both “reders” and 
“herers” (3.1.121-122). At the levels of form and content, too, writing and aurality 
mingle: Love is an allegorical figure drawn from the written tradition—especially 
Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy—a figure that in the Testament becomes a 
vehicle for the repetition of parables, proverbs, biblical exempla and other types of 
shared sayings that teemed in the aural environment of late medieval England, as 
Love instructs the narrator through aural means.  Her final movement into the Usk-




Testament, thus represents this text’s simultaneous absorption and re-use of two 
traditions: the written literate tradition and the tradition of aural instruction and 
learning that has been the focus of this dissertation, as Usk drew upon any and all 
materials available to him to write the Testament.  
The Testament bends literacy to the services of aurality, as the literary 
structure of the consolation, part of the literate tradition, becomes a channel for shared 
speeches overheard and repeated in the text. The structure of the consolation and the 
fragments of shared sayings that populate this text have sat together uneasily for 
critics: those who see the Testament as a literary consolation have found its partly 
memorial nature embarrassing, criticizing it for being cobbled together from 
fragments of speeches learned by hearing and taken out of context or ill-
remembered.104 Yet, as Allen Shoaf has argued in the introduction to his edition of the 
text, the “incoherence” of the Testament of Love should be considered “not its fault 
but the fault of its cultural embeddedness” (3). To state this “fault” in more positive 
terms: the text’s aurality is part of a larger cultural orientation toward the spoken 
word, where listeners to texts read aloud would remember pieces of them for later re-
use, and as such should be considered part of a crucial yet often overlooked variant of 
literary practice.  
This aural orientation finds expression in the Testament in the wish that the 
work will “yeve remembraunce to the herer” (1.2.236); this statement also describes 
the Testament’s own composition, as the Testament itself is constituted out of many 
such remembrances, as well as florilegia and pieces of written works, such as 




aurality; the opening of the prologue explicitly figures the conversion of writing to 
speech, and its reception as speech by listeners: 
Many men there ben that with eeres openly sprad so moche swalowen 
the delyciousnesse of jestes and of ryme by queynt knyttyng coloures 
that of the goodnesse or of the badnesse of the sentence take they lytel 
hede or els none. Sothely, dul wytte and a thoughtful soule so sore 
have myned and graffed in my spyrites that suche craft of endytyng 
wol not ben of myn acqueyntaunce. And, for rude wordes and 
boystous, percen the herte of the herer to the inrest poynte and planten 
there the sentence of thynges, so that with lytel helpe it is able to 
spring, this boke, that nothyng hath of the great floode of wyt ne of 
semelych colours, is dolven with rude wordes and boystous, and so 
drawe togyder to maken the catchers therof ben the more redy to hent 
sentence. (Prologue 1-9) 
The passage begins by describing listeners with “eeres openly sprad” who swallow 
the “delyciousnesse” of jests and of the colors of rhetoric, or the rhetorical devices so 
foundational to the literate tradition and so also crucial to preaching. Usk points out 
that he has written the Testament in “rude wordes and boystous”—in the rude 
earthiness of Middle English prose—in order to intensify the aural reception of his 
written words: these words “percen the herte of the herer to the inrest poynte and 
planten there the sentence of thynges.” The writing in the book “springs” into aurality, 
as its words have been crafted to “maken the catchers therof ben the more redy to hent 




purpose: that listeners with ears openly spread will “catch” (henten) and remember its 
words. 
 Despite this passage’s disavowal of the colors of rhetoric, the text in fact 
abounds with rhetorical devices such as apostrophes, personification, proverbs, 
parables, and more. Indeed, the prologue goes on to use both a scriptural quotation 
and an allusion to a parable in the next few lines to create a metaphor about Usk’s 
own literary craftsmanship: “And althoughe these noble repers, as good workmen 
and worthy theyr hyer [a reference to Luke 10:7], han al drawe and bounde up in the 
sheves and made many shockes, yet have I ensample to gader the smale crommes and 
fullyn my walet of tho that fallen from the borde amonge the smale houndes…” (73-
76). In an allusion to the parable of the tares (Matthew 13:24-30), the great writers 
who have gone before him are compared to reapers, while Usk himself scrambles to 
gather the “smale crommes” that have fallen off the table among the dogs. Though he 
may follow in Boethius’ footsteps (78-81), he must content himself to “glene my 
handfuls of the shedynge after theyr hands” (80). Nothing could better describe the 
fragmenting of written works into smaller units gleaned through aural apprehension, 
florilegia, and the partial texts to which Usk had access in writing. 
While literacy can be seen as a support for aurality here, in the way the text 
frames writing as poised to leap off the page and into aural apprehension, the 
unabashedly aural nature of this text also becomes turned to the service of literacy, as 
the Testament stands as a defense in writing against the oral accusations about Usk 
that flew through London; the Usk narrator calls the enemies of love “ydiotes” 
(2.1.71), using the word that designated those without Latin literacy in late medieval 




Love’s ally, is not an “ydiot.” The aural inheritance of shared sayings here is 
harnessed to undergird Usk’s own literacy, as he writes down sayings learned by 
hearing in a pointedly literate manner, representing the scene of writing multiple 
times in the Testament. The crucial contribution of Usk’s Testament to an account of 
aural literacy lies in the text’s overt recognition that aural materials become writing 
and writing becomes aural again, and that a great deal of rhetorical power may inhere 
in these transformations for the speaker or writer in a position to harness that power. 
Though the Testament abounds with shared sayings, here I will focus on one 
particular type—the parable—as offering the clearest example of the text’s harnessing 
of the rhetorical powers shared sayings carry with them as they migrate back and forth 
between speech and writing. Medieval thinkers in fact considered the parable to be a 
type of saying that moved quite easily and naturally between speech and writing: 
parables were explicitly understood in the late Middle Ages as stories that were of 
course written in Scripture—the Holy Book—but meant to be spoken aloud. In this 
line of thought, parables not only had been spoken aloud by various historical people 
and then written down in the Bible, but they also then lent themselves to re-use in 
speeches by preachers seeking to disclose hidden knowledge to privileged groups of 
people, those with the capacity to “hear” the special spiritual truths hidden inside 
these short, formulaic stories and disclosed to the privileged listener upon the 
speaker’s oral interpretation of them. 
The Testament represents this very type of scene, where Love speaks a parable 
to the listening narrator and then discloses its hidden meaning, all of which the 
narrator absorbs, bonding the two together in a joint understanding through shared 




the parable is channeled through the narrator’s ears and then onto the written page, 
becoming a shared speech in a literal sense within the Testament, as both Love’s 
voice and the narrator’s writing have had joint parts in its articulation. In using the 
parable in this way, Usk’s Testament draws on late medieval understandings of the 
parable as a type of shared saying that had specific uses and effects: namely, to bond 
together privileged in-groups and demarcate the members of the in-group against 
outsiders, defined by their lack of understanding. But he turns this rather conventional 
understanding of the parable to urgent personal and political ends. 
 
* * * 
Solomonic Parables: Speech, Script, and Compilation 
 The parable stands as a particularly interesting type of shared saying for two 
reasons. First, late medieval exegetes explicitly thought of parables as shared 
speeches, producing theories about the ways in which parables were held in common 
by multiple speakers. Secondly, as puzzling or mysterious stories meant to bond 
speakers and hearers together into joint understandings of their interpretations, the 
salvific effects of speech often featured in parables’ narratives or in their 
interpretations. 
 The parable that is most prominent in the Testament is drawn from the Book 
of Proverbs, which was believed to have been authored by Solomon. Solomon’s 
speeches were widely repeated in the Middle Ages, becoming one main nexus of 
shared sayings. Not only did Solomon represent wisdom incarnate, but his sayings 
also found inscription in the Bible, the most authoritative text of the Middle Ages.  




through an earthly speaker who himself became an authoritative locus of sayings as 
scores of speakers repeated his words.  Perhaps because of Solomon’s earthliness, and 
especially his engagement in matters of governance and civic dispute, the Book of 
Proverbs became known for its capacity to provide sayings applicable to the world, 
and especially matters of politics and self-governance. The prologue to the Book of 
Proverbs in the Wycliffite Bible situates this work in just these terms.  The prologue 
likens the book to the gospels of Christ, but makes the distinction that whereas 
Christ’s gospels teach spiritual wisdom, Solomon’s Proverbs teach humans how to 
govern themselves in worldly matters:  
In these Prouerbis of Salomon is contened myche prudence and 
vndurstonding, ȝouen to Salomon bi the Spirit of God, and acordinge 
in many places with the gospel of Crist. And as Crist techith in his 
gospel goostli wisdom oonli, so Salomon techith worldly warnesse, 
how a man owith to gouerne him prudently in the world, and to be war 
of perels and mescheues, and to fie nedynesse, and to schewe bi his 
gouernaunce, that the prudence of God is with him, which is arettid as 
liȝt, and folie is arettid as derknesse. 105 
Understood as a source of divine wisdom about worldly matters, Solomon’s Proverbs 
offered sayings readily adaptable to worldly situations, available specifically to show 
men how to govern themselves prudently in the world. Beryl Smalley explains that 
the patristic understanding of Solomon found in the three books attributed to him - 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Canticle—instruction in the “three stages of the 
spiritual life. Proverbs taught men how to live virtuously in the world and was meant 




fleeting…. The Canticle told initiants of the love of God” (40). Medieval 
commentators in the thirteenth century of course picked up on these distinctions, 
taking Proverbs as “a book particularly concerned with wisdom in politics” (30-31). 
The Book of Proverbs furnished its users with shared sayings containing wisdom 
meant for application to the world yet sourced in the triplicate authority of God, 
Solomon, and the Bible.   
 In addition to serving as an authoritative source of sayings applicable to the 
world, however, Solomon became the focus of a conversation about the refraction of 
one person’s spoken words through another’s writing. As Alistair Minnis explains, 
medieval exegetes considered the words of Scripture to be double-voiced, with God 
as the “far” cause of the words (the ultimate auctor) and the human writer as the 
“near” cause (the scriptor) (Medieval Theory 95-102). Solomon’s words, however, 
garnered debate as to whether Solomon himself wrote the works attributed to him or 
whether others copied his words as they heard him speak or compiled them from other 
written sources. In Solomon’s case, then, the issue of repetition and writing grew 
quite complex, as “the ‘near cause’ may, in his turn, have put yet another cause into 
oration: he may have a person working under him (either under his direction or, if 
dead, in his footsteps!), and thus may, in turn, play the role of auctor to this person’s 
scriptor or compilator” (Minnis, Medieval Theory 95; 102). As Minnis explains, a 
scriptor writes the words of others without adding words of his own, while a 
compilator draws together the words of others without adding his own (Medieval 
Theory 94). These potential chains of repetitions thus lay implicit within Solomon’s 
words: these sayings were authored by God and scripted by Solomon, or authored by 




and repeated by Solomon and then scripted by others in writing that a compilator or 
compilators then drew together into the Book of Proverbs. The words of Solomon 
were thus considered to be, in Minnis’s words, “bi-located” or, I would add, “tri-
located” or even “multi-located,” with the potentially plural author of the words 
separated from the scriptor of the words and also the compiler of the words (Medieval 
Theory 96; 101-02). Yet this separation served to unify all of the actors involved, as 
all of these figures became bound together by the sharing of authoritative sayings: 
these words travelled in speech and in writing through multiple figures, with the very 
passage from speech to writing becoming part of the sayings’ power to bind together 
those through whom the words had passed.  
 A circuit of this type appears in the Testament of Love, which represents Usk 
as both scriptor and compilator to Love as author, whose authorship is ghosted in turn 
by that of Boethius (the prologue, after all, notes that the Testament comes after the 
doctrine of Boethius). The effect of this circuit of aurality and writing, as Love speaks 
and the Usk narrator writes, is to connect the two in a bond of mutual understanding, 
as everything Love speaks becomes part of the Usk narrator’s lexis and 
understanding. The scene of writing thus appears multiple times in the Testament, as a 
constant reminder of the passage of verbal materials from aurality to writing and thus 
through the Usk narrator. Love herself commands the Usk narrator to write down her 
every word so that they will be widely available to others: “I charge thee, in vertue of 
obedyence that thou to me owest, to writen my wordes and sette hem in writynges that 
they mowe as my witnessynge ben noted amonge the people” (1.1.233-235). The 
narrator’s writing activity recurs throughout the text, as when he pauses writing to 




and sayd…” (3.4.460-461). This moment is especially interesting, as in it, the Usk 
narrator uses a shared saying to disagree with Love, quoting Job from memory 
(3.4.462-463). It thus reinforces the aural nature of the text by representing the 
boundary between aural literacy and literacy within the text: the utterance from Job is 
a shared saying remembered and repeated, which then finds written expression in the 
text. As the scribbling pen indicates, the Usk narrator plays scriptor to Love (and, 
incidentally, to himself). But this moment also opens up another possibility – that the 
narrator is also compiling the text from memory or from a transcript of some kind (as 
civic scribes often did, creating final products from notes), as he could not have 
written the passage above with his pen stopped, and must have gone back later to fill 
this section in within the fiction of the Testament’s creation.  
The Testament develops this suggestion in other places, as in the following 
framing of the written text as a protection against the oral world of rumor and 
backbiting: “Nowe gynneth my penne to quake to thinken on the sentences of the 
envyous people whiche alwaye ben redy, bothe ryder and goer, to skorne and to jape 
this leude booke…” (2.1.46-47). This line introduces a potentially retrospective scene 
of writing; it is unclear whether the narrator’s pen is quaking as he takes Love’s 
dictation or whether this is happening as he’s finalizing the text after that scene of 
dictation. The text goes on to suggest that the latter might be the case, as the narrator 
hears the sounds of others’ malicious rumours in his ears and ruminates over the 
effect these will have on his Margaryte’s opinion of him: 
Certes, me thynketh the sowne of their badde speche right nowe is ful 
bothe myne eeres. O good precious Margaryte, myne herte shulde 




wotte wel in that your wysdome shal not asterte. For of God, maker of 
kynde, wytnesse I toke that for none envy ne yvel have I drawe this 
mater togyder, but only for goodnesse to maintayn, and errours in 
falsetees to distroy. (2.1.50-55) 
It is others’ bad speech that fills the narrator’s ears, and not the words of Love, 
suggesting a retrospective scene of writing. The Testament is thus framed here as a 
written defense against malicious rumors. Elsewhere in the text, these ubiquitous, 
swarming rumors are described with the word “flebring”—perhaps “fluttering” or 
“fabling”—and are named as “tales” told about innocents: “Flebring and tales in such 
wretches dare appere openly in every wightes eare, with ful mouth so charged, mokel 
malyce moved many innocentes to shende” (2.9.851-853). In response, the Usk 
narrator seeks to fill people’s ears with his own words through the medium of writing. 
The writing process is described in the passage above, as it is in the prologue, as 
“drawing matter together” to destroy errors and combat bad speech. In these scenes of 
dictation, the Testament thus poses its narrator as scriptor; in the scenes that gesture 
toward retrospective writing, the Testament poses its narrator as compilator of Love’s 
words and also of his own. The Usk narrator and Love become inextricably linked via 
this sharing of words, through the circuit by which words circled between aurality and 
writing. In the case of a Solomonic parable, of course, this circuit stretched even 
farther, to encompass God, Solomon, Solomon’s scriptor, Solomon’s compilators, 
Love, Usk as scriptor, Usk as compilator, the hoped-for prelectors of the Testament, 
and then the hoped-for auditors, who just might, as Usk had, repeat it in writing. A 
Solomonic parable, then, as a shared saying, connected multiple figures as it cycled 





* * * 
Parables as Good Speech 
The parable that Usk re-uses tells the story of an adulteress who seduces an 
innocent man into sin. The parable presents her seduction as a type of verbal action, 
and so reflects on speech itself, especially the nature of good and bad speech, or wise 
and foolish speech. The parable and its biblical interpretation create a hermeneutic 
circle by which parables, by virtue of being parables, are defined as wise speech, 
making them powerful types of shared sayings for speakers wishing to appear wise 
themselves. Thus, the parable that Usk chooses to represent his political dealings not 
only lends itself to political application; it also invites an interpretation that would 
position the speaker of the parable as engaging in good speech. This parable appears 
in the Book of Proverbs in the form of a short narrative about a married woman who 
seduces a young man into adultery.106 The story features a speaker who witnesses the 
seduction of an innocent by a married woman; in the passage that follows, the older 
version of the Wycliffite bible is supplemented by phrases from the newer version in 
brackets: 
Fro the windowe forsothe of myn hous bi the latys I beheeld the ȝunge 
man; and I see little childer. I beholde the sori hertid ȝunge man, that 
passeth thurȝ the stretis, biside the corner; and neȝ the weie of that 
hous goth in derc, the dai waxende to euen, in the nyȝtis dercnessis and 
mystynesse. And lo! A woman aȝen cam to hym, with strumpet aray 
befor maad redi to the soulis to be desceyued, a chaterere, and vagaunt 




now withouteforth, now in the stretys, now beside the corneres 
aspiende [sche is a ianglere, and goynge about, and vnpacient of 
reste…]. And the caȝte ȝunge man she kisseth ; and with wowende 
chere she  flatereth, seiende, Sacrifises of victorie for helthe I haue 
gretli vouwid ; to dai  I haue ȝolde my vouwis. Therfore I wente out in 
to thin aȝen coming, desirende thee to seen ; and I haue founde. I haue 
araȝid with cordis my litil bed, and spred with peintid tapitis of Egipt; I 
ha sprengd my ligging place with myrre, and aloes, and canell. Cum, 
and be wee inwardly drunke with tetes, and vse wee the coueitid 
clippingis; to the time that the dai waxe liȝt. There is not a man in hir 
hous; he ȝide awei the most ferr I weie. The bagge of his monee he toe 
with hym ; in the dai of the fulle moone he is to turne aȝeen in to his 
hous. She grenede [boonde] hym with manye woordis; and with 
flatering of lippis she fordroȝ hym [drow forth hym]. Anoon he 
folewith hir, as an oxe lad to the sacrifise of victorie [slayn sacrifice]; 
and as a lomb pleiende and vnknowende, that to bondis the fool is 
drawe, to the time that the arwe thirle thurȝ his mawe. As if a brid 
heeȝe to the grene; and wot not, that of the perile of his lif me 
purposeth. (Proverbs 7:6-24) 
The general nature of this brief tale enhances its repeatability and applicability to new 
situations: it lacks a definitive setting, other than a general urban environment, and is 
unfixed in space and time; it could have happened anywhere.107  The scene in the 
passage is composed of everyday elements: neighbors spying on one another through 




Yet the passage remains suggestive and mysterious, the likenesses it sets up hinting 
that it carries a greater significance than a mere neighborhood encounter.  The married 
woman targets the young man from afar, binds her bed with luxurious fabrics and 
strews it with herbs in ritual preparations, draping herself in strumpets’ clothes.  
Unable to stay in the house, she wanders the streets, coaxing and flattering the young 
man with a deceptively sweet torrent of words.  The man, bound by her words, takes 
the place of the sacrificial ox and lamb, or a bird in peril of its life, and is “drawn in” 
to the woman’s seductions.  
 The incongruity between the likenesses in the passage poses an interpretive 
puzzle: the story likens the young man to a sacrificial animal, the seductress to a 
“chatterer” or “jangler,” this latter word evoking gossip and other forms of idle talk 
that harden their speakers against reception of the words of God.108 This incongruity 
reveals that alongside the narrative of sexual seduction, the passage generates another 
narrative about speaking, hearing, and obeying.  The man, like the seductress and 
those who offer burnt sacrifices, has heard but not obeyed the words of God.  In the 
Book of Proverbs, the introduction and conclusion to the tale crystallize this second 
meaning, stressing the importance of hearing and obeying the divine word as 
channeled through the speaker of the tale: 
My sone, kep thou my woordis; and myne hestis ley vp to thee. Sone, 
honoure thou the Lord, and thou shalt fare wel; biside hym forsothe 
thou shalt not dreden an other [alien]. Kep my maundemens, and thou 
shalt liue; and my lawe as the appil of thin eȝe. Bind it in thi fingris; 




and prudence clep thou thi lemman. That it kepe thee fro a straunge 
womman; and fro an alien, that hir woordis maketh sweete. (7:1-5) 
Now thane, sone myn, here thou me; and tac tente to the woordis of my 
mouth. Ne be drawen awei in the weies of hir thi mynde; ne be thou 
bigilid in the sties of hir. Manye forsothe wounded she threw doun; 
and alle the strongest ben slain of hir. The weies of helle the houses of 
hir; persende in to the innermor thingus of deth. (7:24-27) 
The speaker urges the listener to lay this story up in his heart, to obey the 
commandments of God as articulated in its lesson. If the listener does not do so, he 
risks becoming like the young man in the story, draw into sin by the powerful figure 
of the tale’s woman. In the linked likenesses the passage arranges, the married woman 
becomes a wanderer, a jangler, an adulteress, and death.  The sentences that ring the 
tale further pose this woman as a stranger, a foreigner, and the hell mouth.  The 
passage itself, then, as well as its introduction and conclusion, begins to construct a 
network of likenesses that makes the figure of the adulteress rich and polyvalent, 
evoking a variety of worldly arenas on multiple scales: neighborhood “janglyng,” a 
“straunge” woman from another town, and an “alien” foreigner.  
 In the Book of Proverbs, this network of associations expands beyond the tale 
and the sentences that surround it into an interconnected tissue of sayings that enrich 
the characteristics of the adulteress, making them more dense and detailed. In an 
elaboration of the line in the passage in which the woman urges the young man to 
“Cum, and be wee inwardly drunke with tetes” (7:18), Proverbs’ speaker in another 
section of the work admonishes the listener not to drink the milk of sin: “My sone, if 




flateren thee, assente thou not to hem]” (1:10-11).  The earlier translation figures 
sinners as giving forth milk, and the later figures them as emitting flattery, an 
association that another passage develops by describing the speech of loose women 
like the one in the story above as honey from honeycomb:  
My sone, tac heed to my wisdam, and to my prudence bowe thou thin 
ere; that thou kepe thoȝtis, and discipline thi lippis withholden. Ne wile 
thou not entende to the desceyuyng of womman; forsothe an hony 
comb droppende the lippis of a strumpet, and clerere than oile the 
throte of hir; forsothe the laste of hir bitter as wormod, and the tunge of 
hir sharp as a twei bitende swerd. (5.1-5)………The tetis of hir 
inwardly make thee drunke alle time; and in the looue of hire delite 
thou bisili. Whi art thou broȝt doun, sone myn, of an alien woman; and 
art fed in the bosom of an othere? The Lord loketh the weie of a man; 
and alle the goingis of hym beholdith. His wickenesses taken the 
vnpitouse; and with the cordis of his synnes he is togidere streyned. He 
shal dien, for he hadde not discipline; and in the multitude of his folie 
he shal ben begylyd.  (5.19-23) 
Here, the speaker’s wise speech is overtly contrasted with the deceptive honeycomb 
of the woman’s words.  The speaker admonishes the addressee not to suckle milk at 
the bosom of another, and to discipline his speech into wiser forms than the 
strumpet’s sweet blandishments, for that way death lies. If the listener disciplines his 
speech, taking wisdom into his heart and rejecting the verbal seductions of strange 




If wisdam shul go in to thin herte, and the kunnyng to thi soule plese, 
counseil shal kepe thee, and prudence shal withholde thee; that thou be 
pullid out fro an euel wey, and fro a man that speketh shreude thingus. 
…..That thou be take awey fro an alien womman, and fro a straunge, 
that softeth hir woordis; and forsaketh the ledere of hir childhed, and 
the couenaunt of hir God hath forȝete. …..kepe thee fro an euel 
woman, and fro the flaterende tunge of the straunge womman. Coueite 
not thin herte the fairnesse of hir; ne be thou take with the beckis of 
hir. The price forsothe of the strumpet vnethe is of o lof; the womman 
forsothe taketh the precious lif of a man. Whether mai a man hide fir in 
his bosum, that his clothis brenne not; or gon vpon colis and his solis 
ben not brent? (2.10-13; 2.16-18; 6.24-29) 
The flattering tongue of the strange woman leads the listener to forsake his life; 
associating with this woman will lead to the flames of hell as inevitably as a fire 
hidden in the bosom would set the clothes on fire or walking on coals would burn the 
soles of the feet.  But more than this, the injunction to “kepe thee fro an euel woman, 
and fro the flaterende tunge of the straunge woman” means not only that the listener 
should spurn listening to flattery and listen to wisdom instead, but that the listener 
should also speak wisdom rather than flattery. As becomes clear, the sacrifices of 
flatterers like the married woman in the story do not please God as much as wise 
speech does: “The sacrifise of victorie of vnpitous men wlatesum to the Lord; the 
vouwis of riȝtwys men plesable” (15.8).  If the listener closes the ears to flattery and 
refuses to take in the milk of sinful speech, he will become like the speaker of 




erne the mouth of hym; and to the lippis of hym it shal adde grace. The comb of hony 
wel set wordis; swetnesse of soule is helthe of bones” (16.23-4).  He who listens to 
the honey of well-set words has the chance to speak them. 
This network of sayings poses a series of polarities: between sinners and the 
virtuous, between those who jangle, chatter, backbite, or seduce and those who speak 
wisdom, between fools and the wise, between outsiders and insiders.  One powerful 
effect of these associations is to ensure that the speaker of these sayings, by 
articulating them, comes to inhabit the insider position of virtue and wisdom.  The 
speaker beckons to the listener to assume that position by accepting and repeating 
these sayings, as well as their interpretation. The parable of the adulteress is not only 
about a worldly encounter between a seductress and an innocent; it is also about 
speech itself.   
For modern and medieval thinkers, parables move back and forth between 
speech and writing. Modern critics have designated a certain group of stories in the 
bible as “the parables,” but medieval biblical exegetes did not make such a separation, 
a fact that points to a significant difference in late medieval understandings of 
parables as compared to modern ones. James Earl has surveyed the critical consensus 
about medieval parables.109 Modern biblical criticism has defined parables as the New 
Testament parables of Jesus, spoken to teach listeners important spiritual lessons. As 
short, memorable, repeatable narratives—narratives that in fact have a strong oral 
component, and are often represented in situations of preaching—parables have been 
found by modern biblical scholars to be a “distinctly oral genre, whose immediate 
spokenness calls to us from behind the written text” (Earl 37).  Medieval biblical 




parable to designate thirty-eight stories in the Old Testament, and medieval biblical 
commentators did not distinguish Jesus’ parables from these Old Testament 
parables.110 This suggests a more capacious medieval definition of parables as a type 
of story spoken by Jesus but not limited in definition to that fact, extending to other 
biblical stories that teach spiritual truths when interpreted by their teacherly speakers. 
Wailes describes the medieval exegetical understanding of parables as “a large body 
of likenesses or similitudes that communicated Christian truth when properly 
interpreted” (4); this body of likenesses took both aural and written form.  Some 
biblical stories were indeed singled out as parables in patristic and medieval biblical 
criticism, such as the parable of the sower (termed a parable in the Vulgate) and the 
parable of the prodigal son (which is not labeled with the word parable in the 
Vulgate), pointing to an implicit consensus that parables are short, memorable stories 
that disclose a message upon interpretation.  It is possible that the rhetorical value of 
parables as a category unto themselves may not have been claimed or delimited by 
medieval biblical exegetes precisely because these types of stories were so 
widespread in late medieval culture—a type of speech perhaps originally sourced in 
the Bible, but so mobile and repeatable that it appeared in the pulpit, in the home, in 
the city streets, and in literature. That is to say, medieval parables as a category were 
certainly not limited to Jesus’ parables, and also not limited in use to their biblical 
context, though as they circulated they likely carried authority by virtue of their 
association with their ecclesiastical and biblical uses.   
Yet parables also suggest their own uses. Parables are framed as a mode of 
instruction in the Bible itself, lending their speakers and their receptive listeners a 




wise sayings with understanding, a vantage point which is exclusive because parables 
are often puzzling and mysterious, and thus difficult to understand.  Medieval 
parables were defined as short, edifying, biblical stories that conferred wisdom on 
their users and their listeners, if only their listeners could understand and adopt these 
“dark speeches:”  
The parablis of Salamon, sone of Dauid, king of Irael; to ben koud 
wisdam, and discipline; to ben vnderstonden the woordis of prudence; 
and to ben vndirtake enformyng of doctrine, riȝtwysnesse, and dom, 
and equite; that felnesse be ȝeue to little childer, and to the ȝunge ful 
waxen, kunnyng and vnderstonding. Herende the wise wisere shal ben; 
and vnderstondende gouernaile he shal welde. Take he heede the 
parable, and the remenyng; the woordis of wise men, and the derke 
spechis of hem. (1.1-7) 
As “dark speeches,” the words of wise men in the form of parables offered their users 
the chance to perform their “kunnyng and vnderstanding,” and listeners the chance to 
be “wisere,” wielding better understanding.  Aside from the lessons the parable might 
teach, the passage above reveals that just the fact of speaking parabolic sayings 
implies the speaker’s wisdom and positions the listener either as an insider, who 
understands the mysterious saying’s message, or an outsider, who does not understand 
it, though parables offer outsiders a way of becoming insiders by accepting and 







* * * 
Parabolic Speech and Writing in the Testament 
 
Thomas Usk availed himself of these qualities of the parable when he found 
himself embroiled in just such a notorious conflict in the 1380s, intensified by a series 
of events that required him to emphasize the centrality of his own role in this conflict.  
The humbly born son of a hat-maker, Usk worked as a legal scribe for London’s 
mayor, John Northampton, and was catapulted into the political turbulence of 1380s 
London by the mayoral election of 1383.111  Usk publicly betrayed his employer after 
Northampton tried to win back the mayoralty by strong-arm tactics.  When merchant-
oligarch Nicholas Brembre won the election, and upon Northampton’s efforts to retain 
power, Brembre’s people seized Usk, and under a combination of duress and the 
temptation to join the winning side, Usk testified to Northampton’s futile attempts to 
retain the mayoralty, which included packing the area around the Guildhall with men 
armed to the teeth on the eve of the election and agitating for a second election after 
Brembre won.112  Usk attested to Northampton’s actions in a trial before King Richard 
which resulted in a death sentence for Northampton, remitted to a sentence of exile at 
the request of the queen.113   
Not only did Usk notoriously betray his employer, but, as a scribe, he also 
associated himself with this event in writing.114  Usk’s Appeal was written in its 
author’s own hand and the articles of appeal it contained were spoken orally by Usk 
in court, intensifying his association with the election by localizing his version of 
events in his own body during his oral testimony—perhaps even prelected from his 




events fueled his reputation as a traitor, which led to Usk’s urgent need to distance 
himself from his part in the election and associated complicities in the Testament.   
It was subsequent to these circumstances that Usk wrote the Testament of 
Love.116 Whereas in the Appeal Usk emphasized his personal culpability in the events 
of 1383, as he participated in Northampton’s illegal agitations, in the Testament he 
reframed his part in the electoral events and recast his relationship to Northampton, as 
well. In the Testament, Usk styles himself as a devotee of civic love, asserting his 
fidelity to a higher value than earthly mayoralties, and he does so in part through re-
using the parable of the adulteress from Proverbs, asserting a connection between the 
Usk narrator and Love through the sharing of the parable, and making them both into 
wise speakers.117  
Though the Testament uses many different kinds of shared sayings, it 
implicitly singles out biblical sayings as a special type of speech with elevated powers 
of truth-telling that derive from its origin in scripture. Many of these shared sayings 
take as their target the Usk narrator’s public fall from grace, working as a means of 
speaking about Usk’s fall in public opinion in the very voice of public opinion, as the 
Usk narrator remarks in reference to his loss of wealth and position:  “[R]ight suche 
thought is in myne hert, for commenly it is spoken, and for an olde proverbe it is 
leged: ‘He that heweth to hye, with chyppes he maye lese his syght’” (1.9.853-54).  
Sayings that are “commenly spoken,” including “olde proverbes,” parables, and 
allusions to biblical figures, furnish Usk with a surfeit of raw materials ready for 
adaptation to worldly situations. Usk draws on these materials widely, gathering 
together disparate pieces of commonly spoken and written materials to create a dense 




passage, for instance, Love compares the Usk narrator to Adam, Noah, Lot, Abraham, 
David, Hector, and Paris (1.8.780-5).  The explicit purpose of bringing these biblical 
and classical figures into the work, as Love states, is to teach the Usk narrator by 
example.118 But parables offer a type of shared saying that teaches through an even 
more powerful means: that of received narratives charged with scriptural truths that 
must be revealed by their wise and powerful speakers.  
In the Testament, biblical speeches spread spiritual truths, and those who 
speak biblically thus spread those spiritual truths. The Testament establishes that in an 
environment where false tongues busy themselves with spreading heretical beliefs and 
lies, Love’s servants spread the truth in the face of falsehood, as did the authorities of 
the Old and New Testaments (2.1.29-34).  Biblical speeches within the Testament, 
then, come to signify the spreading of spiritual truths that counter the false speeches 
of pagans, heretics, and other “maintaynours of falsytes” (2.1.41).  Those who spread 
the words of Love are analogous to those who sow the good seed of God’s word; this 
analogy not only stamps everything the Usk narrator scribes as the good word, but 
also endows biblically derived materials, including parables, with the power of 
signaling that their speaker is on the right side a high-stakes conflict.   The Usk 
narrator, as “lovers clerke” (2.1.38-9), diligently writing the words of Love with 
quaking pen (2.1.46), becomes part of an ongoing contest between Love’s clerks and 
false liars, a contest described in terms of two parables at once: the parable of the 
sower and the parable of the cockles among the wheat.  
In the Testament, it is Love’s seed that needs sowing by Love’s clerks, as in 




framing the contest this way arrogates the position of wise truth-teller to Love’s 
clerks: 
…[O]f love cometh suche fruite in blysse, and love in hymselfe is the 
most amonge other vertues, as clerkes sayne: “The sede of suche 
springynge in al places, in al countreys, in al worldes shulde ben 
sowe.” But o, welawaye, thilke sede is forsake and mowen not ben 
suffred the londe tyllers to set a werke without medlynge of cockle: 
badde wedes whiche somtyme stonken hath caught the name of love 
amonge ydiotes and badde meanynge people. (2.1.66-71)  
The Testament is the fruits of love, what “springs” from the seeds of Love’s speech; 
the malicious gossip of illiterates and “badde meanynge people” constitutes the cockle 
sown among the wheat. These parables frame Love’s, the Usk narrator’s, and Usk’s 
speech and writing as fruits of the good seed that may be reaped like the words of the 
great workmen Usk mentions in his prologue. Those who speak or write parables 
come to assume the position of Old and New Testament authorities in combating the 
spiritual falsity of “ydiotes and badde meanynge people.” 
 
* * * 
Usk’s Parable 
At the end of Book Two, Usk retells the parable of the adulteress from the 
Book of Proverbs.  Usk’s use of this parable retains its basic plot, its key characters, 
and even its moral – to beware the verbal blandishments of urban seducers – while 
bending these elements to an entirely new situation. Scholars have noted the overt 




connection to Usk’s factional situation on the basis of its content.119 Usk adapts the 
parable to civic politics and makes Northampton into the adulteress and himself into 
the woefully misled young man.  Usk’s adaptation is in keeping with medieval 
expectations that Solomon’s words in Proverbs apply to worldly, and even political, 
situations.  Usk harnesses the unique structural qualities of the parable, and the 
authoritative charge of biblical speech, to propagate similarities between the parable’s 
figures and people in his present-day London.  The parable works to distance its 
speaker from the events of the election while creating a verbal and written consensus 
inhabited by its speaker and its scribe; a consensus thus held by privileged insiders 
who are “in the know” about the real electoral happenings. 
The parable in the Testament is spoken by Love, who uses it to verbally 
instruct the Usk narrator in the fictional frame of the work.  In the same fiction, the 
parable has been inscribed on the page by the Usk narrator during or after his 
encounter with Love, connecting the Usk narrator and love together in the circuit of 
aurality and writing.  Love starts the parable by indicating its external source in Holy 
Scripture and Solomon’s worldly authority, presenting the story as a simple and 
straightforward one by using the term “openly” to describe Solomon’s manner of 
telling it: 
Salomon openly teacheth howe somtyme an innocent walkyd by the 
way in blyndnesse of a derke night, whom mette a woman (if it be 
lefely to saye) as a strumpet arayed redily purveyed in turnynge of 
thoughtes with veyne janglynges, and of rest inpacient, by 




dronken of our swete pappes; use we coveytous collynges.” And thus 
drawen was this innocent as an oxe to the larder. (2.14.1353-8) 
From the start, the parable works as a shared saying: explicitly spoken by many, 
including Solomon, Love, and the Usk narrator, it carries the trace of numerous 
spoken articulations, as well as being undergirded by the written authority of the 
Bible.  The parable foregrounds the difference between its own status as wise speech 
and the “veyne janglynges” of the woman it depicts, separating its speakers, including 
Love and the Usk narrator, from gossips, backbiters, liars, and malicious talkers.  
Already, though, Usk’s slight adjustments to the parable adapt it to a new context; 
Usk’s ox is here led to the larder, rather than the slaughter.  It is possible that this is an 
error arising from the sixteenth-century editing of the text, but it is also possibly a 
change that makes the parable more suited to Usk’s new application, as it soon 
becomes clear that the place of the “innocent scholar” in the parable will be taken by 
the Usk narrator, who was led not to the slaughter, as he is still alive at this point, but 
to the larder, with its stock of good things and spoils of bounty promised by “false 
love,” or Northampton and his allies. 
 In order to fully adapt the Proverbs story to its new place in London politics, 
the Usk narrator asks Love to explain its meaning, explicitly naming the speech as a 
parable: “‘Lady,’ quod I, ‘to me this is a queynte thynge to understonde. I praye you, 
of this parable declare me the entent’” (II.14.1358-9).  Applying the word “parable” to 
this story marks it as biblical speech, signaling its special didactic function and its 
exclusive claims to the inside story: Love, as the one who knows, must bestow the 
interpretation on her willing listener whose qualities as such enable him to join her in 




explain the meaning of the parable parallels the paradigmatic biblical scene of 
parabolic speech in Matthew 13, where Christ’s disciples ask him to explain the 
meaning of the parable of the sower, which he proceeds to do, explaining the way that 
the parable separates insiders from outsiders by way of hearing and understanding: 
And the disciplis camen nyy, and seiden to him, Whi spekist thou in 
parablis to hem? And he answeride, and seide to hem, “For to you it is 
youun to knowe the priuytees of the kyngdom of heuenes; but it is not 
youun to hem. For it shal be youun to hym that hath, and he shal haue 
plente; but if a man hath not, also that thing that he hath shal be takun 
awei fro hym. Therfor Y speke to hem in parablis, for thei seynge seen 
not, and thei herynge heren not, nether vndurstonden; that the 
prophesie of Ysaie ‘seiynge be fulfillid’ in hem, With heryng ye 
schulen here, and ye shulen not vndurstonde; and ye seynge schulen se, 
and ye shulen not se; for the herte of this puple is greetli fattid, and thei 
herden heuyli with eeris, and thei han closed her iyen, lest sumtime 
thei seen with iyen, and with eeris heeren, and vndirstonden in herte, 
and thei be conuertid, and Y heele hem. But youre iyen that seen ben 
blesside, and youre eeris that heren. Forsothe Y seie to you, that manye 
profetis and iust men coueitiden to se tho thingis that ye seen, and thei 
sayn not, and to heere tho thingis that ye heren, and thei herden not.” 
(13:10-17) 
Here, parabolic speech works to bind together those that hear the words and absorb 
the right spiritual understanding of them; this group becomes divided from those who 




in the Testament show speakers transmitting privileged knowledge through parables, 
which contain secret truths that could be directly revealed to listeners but are instead 
delivered to them in the form of a parable as interpreted by its speaker. This secrecy, 
as Frank Kermode has argued, enables parables to create an in-group and an out-
group, and also, I would add, circles of decreasing proximity to the parable’s secret 
meaning, with the possibility of being taken into the in-group by the knowledge-
holder’s passing on of that knowledge.120  Love knows all; she reveals this secret 
meaning to the Usk narrator, who in turn reveals it to his listeners and readers (though 
no evidence at all exists to suggest that the Testament found a contemporary 
audience).   
Love passes on secret knowledge of the events of 1383 to the Usk narrator in 
the form of the parable, while the Usk narrator passes on that secret to the listener or 
reader of the parable.  In response to the Usk narrator’s question, Love first more fully 
describes the scholar’s seduction by “false love,” before disclosing the secret identity 
of the scholar as the Usk narrator himself: 
“This innocent,” quod she, “is a scholer lernynge of my lore in sechyng 
of my blysse, in whiche thynge the daye of his thought turnyng 
enclyneth into eve, and the sonne, of very lyght faylinge, maketh derke 
nyght in his connynge. Thus in derknesse of many doutes he walketh, 
and for blyndenesse of understandynge, he ne wote in what waye he is 
in. Forsothe, suche one may lightly ben begyled. To whome came love 
fayned, not clothed of my lyvery, but unleful lustye habyte, with softe 
speche and mery, and with fayre honyed wordes heretykes and misse-




these thynges for trewe. Thou haste hem proved by experience, 
somtyme in doyng to thyne owne person, in whiche thyng thou hast 
founde mater of mokel disease. Was not fayned love redily purveyed, 
thy wyttes to catche and tourne thy good thoughtes? Trewly, she hath 
wounded the conscience of many with florisshynge of mokel janglyng 
wordes, and goodworthe thanked I it for no glose. I am gladde of my 
prudence thou haste so manly her veyned.” (2.14.1359-66; 1369-74) 
Through a deft pronoun substitution of “thou” for “he,” this scene describes the 
successful seduction of the Usk narrator by false love, followed by his “manly” 
vanquishing of false love and return to Love herself.121  The seduction occurs partly 
through verbal technique—the same verbal technique, ironically, that Love herself 
uses to draw the Usk narrator back into her own fold.  The figure of false love in the 
passage above uses “softe speche and mery,” and the heretics and “missemenynge 
people” who follow her erroneous ways also speak in the “fayre honyed wordes” that 
false love wields so seductively.  
This re-told parable, as a shared saying, thus contains internal indications of 
further shared sayings by implying that false talkers share a common language; the 
sharing of this honeyed language, however, extends beyond false love and her 
minions to Love herself and her clerks. Just as in Proverbs the wise speaker and the 
adulterous woman both speak in honeycomb, in the Testament false love, Love, and 
by extension the Usk narrator himself all speak honeyed words.  In Book I, the Usk 
narrator wonders at the sweetness of Love’s speech, “reynynge honny by [her] words” 
(2.133-4); her wise speech is “softe” (4.361) and “sugred” (4.381), as compared to the 




however, also speak honeyed words in the passage above, as telling tales names the 
game that everyone is playing, Usk included.   
Love commends the narrator for rejecting fayned love for her, and implies that 
all who do so will be justly rewarded, as those who follow fayned love will be 
punished.122 The political resonances here work to authorize Usk’s abandonment of 
Northampton and Northamptonites, posing Northampton as the traitor to the civic 
good and Usk himself as the momentarily misled but ultimately faithful citizen.  In 
this application of the parable to Usk’s thinly veiled political situation, the parable’s 
internal likenesses (the misled but dutiful scholar; the deviant seductress) connect to 
Usk’s present-day London, creating new likenesses of Usk as misled scholar and 
Northampton as deviant seducer.  Usk’s “jangling” through this parable meets the 
false “jangling” of Northampton and his faction as depicted in the Testament’s 
retelling of the parable, which goes on to represent the success of false love in 
spreading her message through repetitions of shared sayings.  The scene that unfolds 
features the “Veneriens” and the “Mercuriens,” where the former are quite obviously 
described as Northampton and his allies.  False love stirs a storm of noisy debate, 
inciting the Veneriens to repeat the lines the adulteress speaks in the parable: 
Of first in good parfyte joye was ever fayned love impacient, as the 
water of Syloe whiche evermore floweth with stylnesse and privy 
noyse tyl it come nyghe the brinke, and than gynneth it so out of 
measure to bolne with novelleries of chaungyng stormes that in course 
of every rennyng it is in poynte to spyl al his circuite of bankes. Thus 
fayned love prively at the fullest of his flowynge newe stormes debate 




knowen suche peryllous maters, yet Veneriens so lusty ben and so 
leude in their wyttes that in suche thynges right lytel or naught don 
they fele, and writen and cryen to their felawes: “here is blysse here is 
joye,” and thus into one same errour mokel folke they drawen. 
“Come,” they sayne and “be we dronken of our pappes….” (2.14.1376-
1386)  
This passage represents a scriptural quotation from the parable excised from its 
context and circulated aurally and in writing to bond its users together. In many ways, 
the activity Usk has assigned to his enemies here describes Usk’s own re-use of the 
parable itself: he hopes the new interpretation of the parable will plant itself in 
hearers’ hearts, binding them together in a joint understanding of Usk as faithful 
citizen. The words the Veneriens—Northampton and his allies—repeat here are 
represented as bonding them together in a common position.  Usk’s translation from 
Latin to Middle English intensifies the first person plural of the Vulgate Latin by 
replacing the impersonal ablative of instrument uberibus with the first person plural 
possessive “our pappes.”123  The first person plural of “our pappes” results in an 
imbrication of the figures of false love and those she seduces, as the breasts seem to 
belong to all of the speakers of the sentence; in fact, the sentence construes the word 
“pappes” itself as jointly spoken by many, floating between many speakers rather than 
emanating from one specific figure in the story as the result of a shift of person from 
“she” (in the Proverbs version) to “they.”  The image of the breast recalls both the 
milk and the flattery that sinners emit in Proverbs’ network of sayings associated with 




 In the retelling above, the adulteress through successful verbal seduction has 
increased her ranks until they have solidified in the group of “Veneriens,” who, 
through the power of a shared saying (the line from the parable), draw more and more 
people into error: “and thus into one same errour mokel folke they drawen.”  The 
power of this line to affect others resides in part in its dual life as oral and written 
message, as the Veneriens “writen and cryen to their felawes.” Again, the mixed 
modes of speech and writing evoke Usk’s own hopes for the Testament: to move from 
aurality to writing to aurality and perhaps ultimately to find repetition in writing, as he 
repeats the writings of others. This writing and crying of the parable activates a chain 
of repetitions that carries the Veneriens’ message through town, gathering more and 
more people into their camp, including the Usk narrator.  Love repeats the words of 
the adulteress one last time, indicating that the Usk narrator was seduced by them, as 
many other citizens were: 
“Use we coveyted collynges, desyre we and meddle we false wordes 
with sote, and sote with false.” Trewly this is the sorynesse of fayned 
love. Nedes of these surfettes sicknesse must folowe. Thus, as an oxe 
to thy langoring deth were thou drawen. (II.14.1389-1392) 
Here, the secret of the parable finally is revealed: the Usk narrator, among many 
fellow citizens, was seduced by the seditious, honey-sweet talk of the Veneriens, or 
Northampton and his party.  
 The message thus propagated by the parable reverses Usk’s role in the 
electoral scandal: he becomes the betrayed, rather than the betrayer.  Drawn like an ox 
to the larder, or to his langoring death, Usk becomes seduced by the real betrayer in 




the populace into error, Northampton and his party betray both the hapless citizens 
they lead astray and the greater good of the city.  The secret resemblances of the 
story—which in the present moment of the narrative goad the Usk narrator to shun 
false love and devote himself to true love—serve to cast Usk’s actions in the narrative 
as virtuous.  By suspending the laws of time in narrating the events of 1383 as a story 
inherited from others through aural and written repetitions, the parable assures its 
applicability to these new events.124 The Usk narrator performs the desired audience 
response of accepting the parable’s secret significance, which results in taking sides 
with Usk and Love rather than Northampton and false love.125  The saying’s status as 
parabolic speech intensifies the stakes of accepting or rejecting its message, as the 
Testament has framed parabolic speech as the dividing line between the faithful and 
the heretical, the wise and fools, truth-tellers and liars, in a contest between insiders 
and outsiders that propagates an illusion of consensus about Usk’s faithfulness and 
Northampton’s deviance – an illusion jointly held by the Usk narrator and Love by 
virtue of shared speech and imagined to be propagated by ever-expanding conversions 
of this saying between writing and aurality.  
* * * 
Parabolic Allusion in London Civic Discourse 
 Though the Testament had no known contemporary audience, the uses of 
shared sayings in this text evoke larger patterns in the civic discourse of late medieval 
London. The Testament’s line from the parable repeated in speech and in writing by 
groups of Londoners can be considered a highly compressed and circulatory parabolic 
allusion in aural and written form. Carolyn Dinshaw has traced the trading of insults 




Medieval. Specifically, she describes the way Lollards accused the clergy of physical 
and spiritual sodomy, while members of the clergy countered these accusations by 
calling the Lollards sodomites in turn.  These accusations took public form in a poem 
attached to the end of the Lollard Twelve Conclusions, fixed on the doors of 
Westminster and possibly St. Paul’s during the parliament of 1395; the accusation of 
sodomy was then flung back at the Lollards in an anti-Lollard poem which began to 
appear with the original after 1395.126 Dinshaw suggests that these sodomy insults 
served as an important part of Lollard criticisms of orthodoxy and then, more faintly, 
as part of the answering attack on Lollardy.  The rhetorical move at play in these 
accusations, Dinshaw argues, is the imputation of secret sins to the other group: she 
remarks that “sodomy is the prototype of rumored sins to be found and rooted out,” 
referring to the scene in Genesis in which God goes to see of the sins of Sodom and 
Gomorrah after first hearing rumors of them.127 Indeed, these sodomy insults 
represent a rich “rhetorical condensation” of sins associated with sodomy, including 
simony, and they work by creating likenesses between biblical figures and members 
of the accused group.128 Biblical speech, here used in the public, political sphere, 
creates small pockets of consensus ranged against one another in the civic 
environment.   
These insults, I would add, can also be seen as condensed parables because 
they do in fact refer to biblical parables, activating a network of biblical sayings upon 
deployment and thus offering their users a powerful group of associations.  The 
sodomy accusation not only references the biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah; it 
also refers to the parable of the children in the marketplace (Matthew 11: 15-24), a 




of those who have heard but not heard the word of God, a scene described in terms of 
children in the marketplace who would not heed their fellows’ piping and dancing.  
The parable then goes on to state that these ignorers, figured not just as a group of 
children in a marketplace but as an entire generation of people located in cities around 
the world, will be destined to a fate worse than that of Sodom.  In essence, the new 
sodomites are those who have closed their ears to God’s voice, and these sodomites 
are located in cities alongside those chosen few who have experienced the revelation 
of God’s words.  The beginning and end of the parable, in fact, allude to these 
privileged few, and their exclusive apprehension of God’s word.  The parable begins 
with the famous line, “He who hath ears, let him hear” (Matt. 11:15), and ends by 
remarking that God has hidden “these things” from the great but revealed them to the 
small (Matt. 11:24).  When viewed as condensed parables, the accusations of sodomy 
flung back and forth between Lollards and their opponents take shape as accusations 
about the other group’s limited access to God’s word.  Both groups claim the others 
have closed their ears, thus positioning themselves as the chosen few. 
The harnessing of parabolic allusions in service of civic conflict was thus not 
limited to Usk’s Testament; such sayings found their way onto the doors of St. Paul’s 
and into the mouths of Lollard preachers.129 Parables about the spreading of God’s 
word, particularly the parable of the sower and the parable of the cockles among the 
wheat (Matthew 13), served to spread the word about the opposite group’s debased 
relationship to God, as well as the falsity of the other group’s speeches.  An allusion 
to the parable of the sower appears, for instance, in the Testimony of Willliam Thorpe, 
where first Thorpe and then Archbishop Arundel define the true sower as his own 




Jack Upland attacks friars on the grounds that they do not sow anything: “Thei ben 
not obediente to bisshopis ne lege men to kyngis, nether thei tilien ne sowen, weden 
ne repen, nether wede, corn, ne gras, ne good that men schal help but oonli hemsilf” 
(58-60).131 Friar Daw’s Reply answers in parables, twice accusing Jack Upland of 
sowing “seed of cisme [schism]” (19; 72) in the church.  The scene of sowing bad 
seed is a condensed allusion to the parable of the wheat and the tares, where a field 
sown with good seed is sown over with cockles; the householder lets them both grow 
and burns the cockle upon harvest, while the wheat is taken into his barn (Matt. 
13:24-43). This condensed parable in Friar Daw’s Reply figures Lollards as cockle-
sowers and cockles, Christ as the sower, and true Christians good seeds, associating 
Lollards with burned cockles and more orthodox religious figures with sorting and 
fire-starting.132  Parables carried likenesses ripe for worldly application to civic 
polities, giving verbal shapes to conflicts in late medieval English culture—shapes 
with the potential to become realities, as parables and parabolic allusions cycled back 
and forth between speech and writing in expanding circles of users. 
 
* * * 
 
Aurality and Writing 
 
 The interchange between aurality and writing turned to the purposes of self-
exculpation in the Testament may ultimately have had a hand in the particularly brutal 
manner of Usk’s death. Scraps of his aurally read Appeal were written down in the 
Westminster Chronicle, adding to his infamy, and the Appeal was also used against 
him by his accusers as ammunition for his traitor’s death. It was his preferment that 




singled out publically identifiable members of the royalist circle to dispatch in their 
disaffection with Richard II.133 Yet it was not his preferment itself but his reputation 
as a traitor, secured so surely in his Appeal and in the Westminster Chronicle, that 
earned Usk a traitor’s death.134    
The Appeal had an afterlife of a few years in document form, as Paul Strohm 
has shown, but each successive copy of the document further and further effaced 
traces of Usk’s presence, removing the “I, Thomas Usk” from the account of 
events.135  In many ways, Usk’s words were distributed more broadly and bent to a 
wider range of uses, becoming shared out among the different hands through which 
his Appeal passed after the trial where he formally presented it. This sharing out of his 
own words clearly worked to Usk’s disadvantage as it appears in the textual echoes 
between his Appeal and the Westminster chronicler’s accounts of Usk’s court 
testimony and his death, as the chronicle borrows and perhaps even augments the 
Appeal’s intransigent connections between Usk’s name and the name of traitor. 
According to the Westminster chronicler, on the 18th of August, 1384, Usk appeared 
before the court at Reading to formally appeal Northampton and his closest allies.  
The chronicler verbally echoes the “I, Thomas Usk” form of the appeal, re-
articulating Usk’s assumption of personal responsibility for the electoral events in the 
Appeal:136  
Thomam Husk, qui stans coram rege et toto consilio dixit: “Ego, T.H., 
proditor civitatis London’ et tocius regni Anglie, scienter scripsi ea et 
celavi que J. Northampton’ cum suis fautoribus in destruccionem et 





Thomas Usk, standing forward before the king and the whole council, 
said, “I, Thomas Usk, traitor to the city of London and to the whole 
realm of England, wittingly wrote down and kept secret things which 
John Northampton and his supporters proposed to ordain to the 
overthrow and enfeeblement of the city.” (90-3) 
The chronicler goes on to relate how Usk enumerated the articles upon which he 
appealed Northampton, again emphasizing Usk-as-traitor: Usk “formally appealed 
him upon these articles, beginning as he came to each article, with the words, ‘I, 
Thomas Usk, traitor, etc.’”; “ac eum super eisdem articulis appellavit; et ad quemlibet 
articulum sic incepit: ‘Ego, T.H., proditor etc’”  (93).  In the Appeal, the formulation 
“I, Thomas Usk” appears repeatedly, but nowhere does the word “traitor” appear, 
though the implication is clear from the fact that Usk accuses Northampton of plotting 
against the civic good and names himself as “ful helpere & promotour in al that euer I 
myght & koude”(165-6).  It is possible that Usk did say “I, Thomas Usk, traitor” at 
his oral appeal; it is also possible that the Westminster chronicler added the word 
“traitor” to a phrase that Usk clearly did use, and repeatedly—“I, Thomas Usk”—a 
phrase ultimately shared by Usk and the chronicler who recorded, remembered, or 
rendered Usk’s verbal appeal from hearsay. The aural to written circuitry harnessed in 
the Testament as part of an effort to clear Usk’s name in the end tagged him as a 
traitor. The mobility of shared sayings in late medieval England meant that any saying 
turned to one person’s advantage could easily be turned another way, as joint 
utterances served as a common ground for divergent purposes across successive and 







“Feryth not the langage of the world:” 
Preaching and Rhetorical Community in The Book of Margery Kempe 
 
The talk of others is a constant presence in The Book of Margery Kempe. The 
Book represents this talk as a real threat to its lay mystic protagonist; rumors about her 
precede her as she travels through England, causing strangers to threaten her, accuse 
her, and put her on trial. The anchoress Julian of Norwich counsels Margery Kempe, 
“feryth not the langage of the world” (I.i.983-4), referring specifically to the 
malicious rumors about Kempe that the Book shows rearing their heads at its main 
character’s every turn.137 Yet the anchoress’s reassurance, articulated from the relative 
security of her stone enclosure, admits to the very real danger that such rumors pose 
for a woman of the world like Kempe. Kempe’s defense against tongues wagging lies 
in the devices and habits of orality itself. In the Book, she uses commonly spoken 
phrases and tales, such as biblical quotations and sermon stories, to defend herself 
against her attackers. These “shared sayings” were commonly held utterances 
characterized by their short and formulaic nature, which allowed their repetition in 
oral and written contexts and made them available for further repetitions. Margery 
Kempe’s use of shared sayings in the Book represents a larger pattern in late medieval 
England, as people used such utterances to define themselves and their communities.  
These types of sayings were not, however, shared equally. Scriptural citations 
and religious tales were meant to be spoken by clerics and heard by the laity, though 




listeners. The Book of Margery Kempe both depicts and is itself such an appropriation, 
as it shows its lay protagonist using shared sayings and as its lay author arrogates 
these sayings to her own uses. The relationship between the Margery Kempe that 
appears in the Book as a character and the Margery Kempe who dictated the story to a 
scribe and thus constitutes the Book’s historical author has been much discussed.138 
The most compelling common ground between the Book’s character and its author, 
which perhaps accounts in part for the blurring of the boundaries between the two, 
lies in what I call aural literacy, or the gaining of literate practices through hearing. 
Margery Kempe as a character and as an author can be considered aurally literate; that 
is, she has gained her facility with the Bible, with preachers’ sermon stories, with 
saints’ lives and more through hearing, not reading. Aural literacy thus provides the 
grounding for The Book of Margery Kempe, both in terms of its production and the 
events it depicts. It is in the figure of aural literacy that both the biographical subject 
of the book and the book’s speaking voice overlap to designate “Kempe.” 
Kempe bends her aural literacy to various purposes. She has learned phrases 
of the Bible and educative sermon stories by hearing others speak them. But key 
differences inhere in the character Kempe’s uses of these two types of sayings as they 
appear within the Book: scriptural citations work as a form of proof for her sanctity 
when spoken in relatively unchanged forms that evoke their biblical source, while 
sermon stories, as human inventions, open themselves to play and transformation 
upon repetition, working as a form of argument. In this, Kempe’s speech in dramatic 
situations within the Book is reflective of larger rhetorical patterns in late medieval 
England, as the purposes to which she puts Scripture and sermon stories reflect 




The later Middle Ages saw the proliferation of aural literacy: the laity 
memorized religious sayings, acquired Books of Hours which they would use to 
intone memorized prayers via pictorial and graphical cues, and participated in 
liturgical and scribal culture with greater force and frequency.139 The Book of 
Margery Kempe stands as a testament to this participation, as it features a variety of 
sayings poached by its lay protagonist from clerical preserves and used as responses 
to oral rumors and accusations against her. In the Book, Margery Kempe adopts the 
scriptural quotations and sermon stories of preachers in her conversations with 
religious officials and laypeople. Unlike purely oral sayings, however, these 
utterances were undergirded by a powerful rhetorical tradition, as sermon stories and 
scriptural quotations were the subject of a richly elaborated set of conventional 
understandings in fifteenth-century England. Though Kempe wielded these sayings 
orally, through them she commanded the powerful literate practices of the medieval 
rhetorical tradition. These sayings’ use was governed by the medieval rhetorical 
tradition as part of the post-Lateran IV ecclesiastical initiative in pastoral care and the 
rise of the mendicant movement.140 With the post-Lateran IV charge that clerics 
educate the laity, Scripture and sermon stories became widely available to clerics and 
then publically available to laypeople. Because the use of these devices was governed 
by preaching manuals, a set of common understandings regarding their uses and 
effects grew up around them. Because they were used in ecclesiastical discourse 
targeted at the laity, these understandings came to be held by both literate clerics and 
by laypeople with only mediated access to the written word or the rhetorical tradition. 
These generally accepted understandings connected the speakers and listeners of 




The term rhetorical community, as I have discussed it so far, has been defined 
as a group of people unified by a common understanding of how an utterance affects 
its speakers and listeners. This definition of the term extends the meaning than it has 
held in the fields of modern and classical rhetoric, where it has been used to describe 
the virtual community invoked by rhetorical discourse (Miller "Polis"; Miller 
"Rhetorical Community"). In the field of medieval rhetoric, the term has been 
identified as an area deserving of further research by Georgiana Donavin, who uses it 
to denote the sharing of formal techniques and responses to these techniques by 
medieval rhetors and audiences (57). Donavin points out that part of what enabled the 
sharing of formal techniques during this period is the very quality for which medieval 
rhetoric has been criticized as slavish and unimaginative as compared to its classical 
antecedents: its unmatched interest in and reliance upon formulaic devices. In his 
seminal work on medieval rhetoric, James J. Murphy has also singled out the action of 
formulaic rhetorical devices in binding their speakers and hearers together in joint 
expectations and evocations of responses in medieval preaching theory ("Artes" 288-
9). In The Book of Margery Kempe, the expectations of the rhetorical community 
become foundational to the self-positioning of the Book’s protagonist, who uses these 
expectations to gain authority and mobility in her social milieu. 
Kempe’s use of shared sayings shows that such joint expectations of these 
devices’ functions by no means guaranteed unanimous uses of or responses to them. 
These shared expectations provided the conditions for divergent and novel uses of 
such sayings that served lay, rather than ecclesiastical, interests. In this way, rhetorical 
communities have a great deal in common with Brian Stock’s classic formulation of 




or written texts on the basis of a shared interpretation of a text’s meaning (Stock 
Implications; Stock Listening). Stock describes the formation of textual communities 
around Biblical passages based upon the hermeneutic value of these passages, but he 
does not discuss the short, formulaic, often-repeated “shared sayings” that are my 
interest here. A rhetorical community is based not on a shared interpretation of a text, 
but on a shared understanding of a shared saying’s function. Textual communities 
form based on what a text says, rhetorical communities based on what an utterance is 
understood to do. 
These sayings, and the joint understanding of their uses and effects held by 
their rhetorical community, play a central role in The Book of Margery Kempe, which 
both represents and constitutes its protagonist’s appropriation of these sayings from 
clerics. In the Book, the character Margery Kempe uses shared utterances to defend 
herself against clerical detractors and to remake the rhetorical community of which 
she is a part, locating herself in a central, rather than peripheral, position within this 
community. The Book’s resultant rhetorical sophistication has only recently attracted 
scholarly attention. Upon its discovery in the 1930s, the work was met with dismay, 
as Margery Kempe’s lay status and language did not conform to critical ideals of 
medieval mysticism. She was denounced as hysterical, embarrassing, and 
idiosyncratic.141 Since the 1980s, however, a key group of scholars has worked to 
locate Kempe’s language and behavior in the tradition of the Continental mystics and 
the practices of affective piety (Atkinson; Dickman). The Book’s participation in 
conventional discourses has since gained common acceptance, though that acceptance 
more often encompasses its use of textual precedents in shaping its protagonist’s 




Gospels, rather than the rhetorical strategies of characters’ speeches within the text or 
of the text as a whole (Akel; Despres "Franciscan Spirituality: Margery Kempe and 
Visual Meditation"; Holloway).  
Here, I shift the focus to the Book’s rhetorical sophistication, which becomes 
apparent when the text is considered in light of shared sayings and the aural literacy 
that undergirds their deployment by Kempe. The Book of Margery Kempe has not 
generally been viewed as a rhetorically sophisticated work, but its evocation of the 
rhetorical conventions surrounding shared sayings clearly marks it as such.142 As a 
few key works have noted, the rhetoric of preaching plays a key role in the Book 
(Gertz-Robinson; Voaden God's Words; Voaden "Wolf"; Chance; Armstrong). The 
Book shows that scriptural quotations’ and sermon stories’ status as shared sayings 
not only made them available for appropriation by their listeners; it also rendered the 
generally accepted rhetorical effects of such quotations and stories available to those 
listeners. When users availed themselves of the conventions of a rhetorical 
community, they changed the conventions and constitution of the community itself.  
 
* * * 
Scriptural Citation as Proof of Sanctity 
 
 Scriptural quotations appear in The Book of Margery Kempe most saliently as 
the speeches of others, consistently tagged with markers signaling their status as 
others’ words repeated by a current speaker with phrases like “Lord, as thu seydyst 
hangyng on the cros” (I.i.2520) or “aftyr the sentens of Seynt Powle” (I.ii.4112). In 




Margery Kempe’s Book participates in a larger rhetorical environment where 
repeating others’ words was considered superior to making up one’s own. 
Christianity, as a “religion of the book,” stressed the stability and authority of its 
sacred text. Robert of Basevorn, writing his manual for preachers in the fourteenth 
century, stressed the desirability of imitating and reusing others’ words, especially the 
words of Scripture. Robert condemns those who try to coin novel speeches rather than 
simply repeating the more apt sayings of others who came before, playfully 
suggesting that if humans must speak novelties, then a person’s books should be 
burned at death so that all that person had said well could be said anew by another 
person (Basevorn 127; Charland 244). Robert points out the absurdity of this idea, 
implying that speakers have a responsibility to draw on the existing stock of sayings, 
treating that stock as an invaluable resource for speaking. 
Basevorn here articulates a general medieval principle: that things once said 
well—in speech and in written books—bear repeating again and again. He makes this 
point specifically in the context of his discussion of the rhetorical nature of Scripture, 
quoting God’s words to Adam in Genesis 2:17 as the first instance of preaching, and 
going on to describe the way that Christ preached in promises, threats, parables, and 
more; that is, in rhetorical forms that preachers ought to emulate (126, 28-9). He 
describes the way that God preached through others, such as Moses and John the 
Baptist, before taking the form of Christ, who himself in preaching repeated the words 
of those who came before him; Christ was the first of the five great preachers, 
including Paul, Augustine, Gregory, and Bernard, and Basevorn advocates the 




Key among these methods are the use of the rhetorical devices in Scripture 
and in the works of the great preachers; Bernard uses  
every rhetorical color so that the whole work shines with a double 
glow, earthly and heavenly…; what some say therefore seems to me 
altogether reprehensible: that preaching ought not to shine with false 
verbal embellishments—for in very many sermons of St. Bernard the 
whole is almost always rich in colors. (131) (omni colore rhetorico, ut 
totum opus utraque redolentia refulgeat, saeculari scilicet et divina…; 
Omnino ideo mihi reprehensibile videtur quod quidam dicunt quod 
praedicatio non debet splendere falsis verborum purpuramentis 
colorum, cum in pluribus sermonibus Bernardi et fere semper totum sit 
coloratum….) (Charland 247-8)   
Basevorn’s forbears themselves used the presence of rhetorical devices in Scripture to 
support their argument that preachers should use rhetorical devices to teach, please, 
and move, as Basevorn quotes Augustine’s famous adaptation of Ciceronian rhetoric 
to preaching in Book IV of De Doctrina Christiana (132). Basevorn—and Margery 
Kempe—approach the words of Bible as reported speech, which they consider highly 
authoritative because these phrases are the reported words of God speaking in propria 
persona as well as through the mouths of others. The sharing of the utterance between 
the current speaker and the former speaker increases its potency in its current 
situation, in which it becomes newly shared by its current speaker and its listeners: 
“Christ did not change the theme which His precursor, John, before Him frequently 
had taken and preached” (135) (“Christus non mutavit thema quod praecursor suus 




argues that current preachers should take the exact words of the Bible and use them to 
excite the audience to devotion and stir emotions in their hearers (134). These 
rhetorical effects become possible through iteration, and through the current speaker’s 
assumption of a place in a long chain of the scriptural saying’s repetitions.  
Basevorn’s implicit understanding of this chain of utterances, in which words 
once spoken are available for fresh locutions by successive speakers, finds a later 
counterpart in M.M. Bakhtin’s definition of the utterance. For Bakhtin, an utterance 
begins when a speaker starts talking and ends when that speaker stops talking; it is 
defined by a change in speaker, such that all utterances are part of a chain of 
utterances (84). In Bakhtin’s explanation, all utterances are shared, in that they are 
uttered for the benefit of a listener and thus jointly held between speaker and hearer; 
their constitutive feature is their quality of being addressed to a listener (99). This 
quality of being addressed to a listener is emphasized in the context of medieval 
preaching as described by Robert of Basevorn. Robert’s words indicate the common 
understanding that an utterance’s articulation by one speaker, rather than marking it as 
that speaker’s alone, pressed it into further use by more and more speakers 
specifically in order to move ever-greater numbers of listeners to devotional feelings. 
For Bakhtin, utterances are inherently shared; for late medieval preachers, utterances 
were prescriptively and habitually shared through the widespread principles of a 
rhetorical program. Medieval preachers made the use of shared utterances a common 
practice, excerpting scriptural quotations by Christ, Paul, and more in order to evoke 
desired effects from their listeners. Bakhtin observes the fact that utterances are 
jointly held in chains of iterations; medieval preachers actively exploited the shared 




their audiences to devotion. However, their very iterability opened these sayings to 
competing uses. 
At the same time that scriptural quotations were understood to be inherently 
repeatable, their use was governed by the competing understanding that their 
articulation should be limited to preachers, so that they were unevenly shared between 
their speakers and listeners. The concern about control over scriptural quotations 
comes to the fore in Basevorn’s discussion of the proper way to cite the Bible: the 
preacher must use an approved translation and must never change the pronouns of 
quotations (134). Committing either of these acts would indicate that the preacher 
might only be interested in self-praise, and would open the floodgates of illegitimate 
uses of scriptural quotation:  
if this procedure were allowed, liars, heretics, and ignorant men could 
make themes as they pleased and devise an unknown translation, of 
which the exemplar could not easily be found, and there would be a 
great occasion for error. (135) (Si hoc servaretur, possent homines 
mendaces, haeretici et ignorantes fingere sibi themata ad votum et 
imponere alicui translationi ignotae cujus exemplar de facili inveniri 
non possit, et esset occasio magna erroris. (Charland 251) 
For Basevorn, preaching is restricted to those with official permission from a bishop 
or pope, and women, of course, he forbids from preaching (124). More than this, 
though, scriptural quotations themselves presented the risk of repetition by liars, 
heretics, and ignorant men: by implication, those outside of the ecclesiastical fold. 




These conflicting understandings resulted in an uneasy tension between the 
rhetorical community’s assumption that scriptural quotations must be repeated and the 
prohibition against doing so levied against its listening members; as Basevorn says, 
the three key ingredients of successful preaching are God, who teaches the intellect, 
the teaching itself, and the obeying listener (141). The listener, who hears and obeys 
often-repeated teachings, does not speak them in turn. 
This lopsided arrangement comes to the fore in The Book of Margery Kempe, 
in which its female lay protagonist, doubly barred from preaching, listens to sermons, 
absorbs the shared sayings they contain, and speaks those sayings in turn. The Book 
depicts Margery Kempe as quoting Scripture and drawing fire for contravening 
prohibitions against quoting Scripture; in the Cawood episode she is accused of 
demonic possession for quoting Scripture (I.i.2973-4). Even so, scriptural quotations 
appear in characters’ mouths as dialogue within the work and also in the voice of the 
book’s third-person narrator with some frequency. The presence of these quotations 
within the work demonstrates its author’s violation of the uses of Scripture as defined 
by Robert of Basevorn, as the work presents these quotations as unequally shared by 
ecclesiasts and laypeople to such a degree that battles ensue over their proper 
ownership; yet the work simultaneously depicts the appropriation of scriptural 
quotations by its lay protagonist and its lay author in a manner that underscores the 
ease with which lay speakers could poach upon clerical preserves, illuminating the 
rhetorical powers they might gain as a result. Margery Kempe turns shared sayings to 
her own purposes: the purposes of self-praise. 
In essence, the Book adapts scriptural quotation as a form of proof for Margery 




prominent uses as defined by the rhetorical tradition in preachers’ manuals while 
turning them to Kempe’s own purposes. Robert of Basevorn prescribes the use of 
Scripture to “verify” an example that the preacher has propounded, and recommends 
doubly confirming that example as true by bringing forth an authority, which could 
take the form of the quotation of a biblical authority (176). By verifying an example 
from life, art, or nature, scriptural quotation proves the truth of the example. Critics 
have long recognized the fact that Margery Kempe makes herself an example for 
others, suggesting that she sets herself up as an exemplar of lay sanctity for other 
laypeople to emulate, but the rhetorical role of scriptural quotation in this process has 
received less notice.143  
Margery’s use of Scripture has more often been considered as providing 
narrative scripts for her visions and her life story as it appears in the Book.144 Scholars 
have also commented in passing on Kempe’s command of scriptural material; as 
Anthony Goodman remarks, “the fact that she had a remarkable memorising capacity, 
schooled by oral learning, is reflected in her knowledge of the New Testament and 
devotional literature” (349). Goodman also points to the role of scriptural quotation in 
the character Margery Kempe’s verbal conflicts within the Book, remarking that 
Margery’s “quoting and glossing holy writ” fueled clerical doubts about her and 
provoked their opposition, as she “threatened to usurp priestly prerogatives” (354-5). 
Of course, despite Robert of Basevorn’s restriction of preaching to licensed male 
priests, laypeople did take Scripture into their own hands. In late medieval England, it 
was Lollard men and women who gained a reputation for their scriptural learning, as 
established by Claire Cross (369). Cross shows that some Lollards, partly through 




with Scripture, including expertise in the gospels, the divine service, the beatitudes 
and other sayings of Jesus (371). Women Lollards sometimes converted sons and 
husbands; one “passed on to her husband knowledge of the Pater Noster, the Ave 
Maria and the Credo in English” (Cross 374). Women forbidden to preach in late 
medieval England memorized, spoke, and passed on scriptural quotations and other 
shared utterances despite being contravened from doing so. In her familiarity with and 
use of Scripture, Margery Kempe—though no Lollard—exhibits what has been called 
a “Lollard style,” as Lollards staunchly insisted that Scripture should be more widely 
available and acted upon that belief.145 She differs from Lollards, however, in her self-
sacralizing use of Scripture. The conflict over how widely available Scripture should 
be appears in The Book of Margery Kempe when Thomas Netter, Provincial of the 
Carmelites, forbids Alan of Lynn to speak with Kempe. Alan of Lynn had read and 
discussed Scripture with her, “strengthyng her skyllys be auctoriteys of Holy 
Scriptur” (I.ii.3975), and was deemed “to conversawnt” (I.ii.3978-9) with her by his 
superior, who had “fiercely attacked public preaching and teaching by women” 
(Voaden God's Words 144).  
The Book most often represents Scripture in dialogue. The fact that scriptural 
sentences most often appear as speeches in the mouths of characters highlights the 
work’s apprehension of them as shared utterances in a chain of utterances, their 
spoken status rendering them up for respeaking by new users in new situations. The 
work’s third-person narration, of course, does indicate the presence of a 
communicative bridge between the work’s narrative voice and its readers, but the 
dialogue within the work explicitly draws attention to the rhetorical functions of 




 Many of these instances of dialogue transfer the function of these utterances as 
they appear within Scripture to their new setting in the Book’s version of fifteenth-
century England. When Christ appears to Margery Kempe, for instance, he tells her 
that she is his mother, sister, wife and spouse, upon which Margery supports his 
words with a similar quotation from Mark 3:35: “thow art a very dowtyr to me and a 
modyr also, a syster, a wyfe, and a spowse, wytnessyng the gospel wher owyr Lord 
seyth to hys dyscyples, ‘He that doth the wyl of my Fadyr in hevyn he is bothyn 
modyr, brothyr, and syster unto me’” (1.i.712-5). In both Mark and the Book, these 
words appear as the reported words of Christ, articulated by others in chains of 
utterances. In Mark, the words work to summon up a familial relationship between 
Christ and his listeners; they do so as well in this scene of the Book, though their 
effect of making the listener familial is here tailored to Margery Kempe, the sole 
listener in the episode as it appears within the frame of the Book. Other listeners wait 
in the wings, though, as the passage above met with an audience of Margery’s 
contemporaries (at the very least Wynkyn de Worde, who printed a bowdlerized 
version of Margery’s life in the early sixteenth century); it also makes the Book’s 
present readers into the audience of Christ’s words as reported by Kempe. It is aural 
literacy that enables this chain of utterances and the harnessing of that chain in 
support of Kempe’s sanctity, supported by the amanuenses’ writing. The passage, in 
fact, highlights the fact of its own adaptation to Kempe’s purposes. The difference 
between Christ’s words in Mark and his words to Margery appears in the addition of 
the terms “wife” and “spouse” to mother and sister, in a manner that could be 




Indeed, the changes to the nouns in the passage would likely meet with Robert 
of Basevorn’s disapproval, as Basevorn forbids changing even single words in a 
quotation. For Basevorn, saying “my foot has followed God's step…would be faulty 
because it is not the letter of the Bible. Literally it reads, His steps, etc., and it ought 
to be used in that form” (134) (“Vestigia Dei secutus est pes meus, vitiosum esset, 
quia non est littera Bibliae. Sed littera est: Vestigia ejus secutus, etc., et ita debet 
accipi” (Charland 251). The quotation’s appearance in the Book thus bears evidence 
of imaginative expansion in its new context; the listeners in Mark are mothers, 
brothers and sisters to Christ, while the listener in the Book is mother, sister, wife, and 
spouse. Scripture, as it appears in Christ’s mouth, powerfully authorizes Margery 
Kempe’s sanctity, naming her as a member of Christ’s close family.146 More than this, 
in foregrounding the scriptural quotation as reported speech, the Book indicates that 
the quotation carries the rhetorical effects that it does within the scene by virtue of its 
status as a shared saying. Biblical quotations that appear as reported speech in the 
mouths of characters exert a similar effect when spoken by religious figures other 
than Christ, including churchmen. In another instance, a “gret clerke” asks Margery 
Kempe to explain a quotation from Genesis 1:22: “Crescite et multiplicamini” 
(I.ii.2842), or “Be fruitful and multiply,” giving Kempe the chance to interpret the 
meaning of the phrase in a manner that validates her knowledge and understanding 
when the great clerk is pleased with her explanation.  
Though clerics do speak in scriptural quotation within the Book, the text in 
fact represents its lay protagonist as speaking in Scripture more often than the 
ecclesiasts. For Margery Kempe, speaking Scripture becomes a means of recasting 




herself and for others. In turning Scripture to her own purposes, Margery Kempe uses 
it in precisely the way Robert of Basevorn forbids: for self-praise. For instance, the 
Book describes Margery Kempe’s use of such quotation in response to her doubt as to 
the source of the visions that she experiences—visions in the form of white flying 
things, as thick as motes in the sun, which she sees in church and at home, at table and 
at prayer, in fields and in town: 
Sche sey wyth hir bodily eyne many white thyngys flying al abowte hir 
on every syde as thykke in a maner as motys in the sunne; it weryn 
ryth sotyl and comfortabyl, and the brygtare that the sunne schyned, 
the bettyr sche myth se hem. Sche sey hem many dyvers tymes and in 
many dyvers placys, bothe in chirche and in hir chawmbre, at hir mete 
and in hir praerys, in felde and in towne, bothyn goyng and syttyng. 
And many tymes sche was aferde what thei myth be, for sche sey hem 
as wel on nytys in dyrkenes as on daylygth. (I.ii.2046-52) 
Christ appears to her and reassures her that the visions come from God and not from 
devils, but the recurrence of Kempe’s doubt as to the source of the white flying things 
appears in the verbal warding-off gesture she repeats thereafter. The text represents 
Kempe as speaking a verse from Matthew 21:9 in response to her visions; a verse 
which was also used as the blessing that welcomed Christ’s entrance into the bread 
and wine at Mass: “sche usyd to seyn whan sche saw hem comyn, ‘Benedictus qui 
venit in nomine domini," or “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” 
(I.ii.2058-9).147 Plucked from Scripture and used as part of a ritual that held great 
power for Margery Kempe, this quotation became a shared saying in its wide 




Margery Kempe, as its listener, seizing on the quotation and reusing it outside of its 
conventional context, this time applying its sacralizing function not to the bread and 
wine, but to her own visions. In doing so, she uses these words to secure a sacred 
significance for her vision.  
 In the verbal press and fray that surrounds Margery Kempe in the Book, 
scriptural quotations serve most importantly in answer to the hostilities, accusations, 
and revilement of others. Two instances elucidate this pattern: a private prayer 
concerning her slanderers that Margery directs to Christ and a public interchange 
between Margery and a monk who verbally attacks her. In the first instance, the 
narratorial voice describes the variety of verbal abuses heaped upon the protagonist, 
as men and women “wondyrd upon hir, skornyd hir and despised hir, bannyd hir and 
cursyd hir, seyde meche evyl of hir, slawndryd hir, and born hyr on hande that sche 
schulde a seyd thyng whech that sche seyd nevyr” (I.i.2516-19). This passage paints 
Margery Kempe as the target of false report, evil rumors, curses, scorn and 
skepticism. In response to these incursions, Margery Kempe weeps for her accusers 
and prays that God have mercy upon them and forgive them. This prayer, which 
appears in the Book as the reported speech of Margery Kempe, directly refers to the 
crucifixion and quotes Christ’s words on the cross as they appear in Luke 23:34: 
And than wept sche ful sor for hir synne, preyng God of mercy and 
forgevenes for hem, seying to owr Lord, “Lord, as thu seydyst hangyng 
on the cros for thi crucyfyerys, ‘Fadyr, forgeve hem; thei wite not what 
thei don,’ so I beseche the, forgeve the pepyl al scorne and slawndrys 
and al that thei han trespasyd, yyf it be thy wille, for I have deservyd 




The passage explicitly marks Kempe’s speaking of Christ’s words as a quotation of 
someone else’s utterance, as the words are introduced with the phrase “as thu seydyst 
hangyng on the cros.” As Christ said these words of his crucifiers as he hung on the 
cross, Margery says them of her verbal abusers, recruiting the power of Christ’s 
request and importing that power into her current situation. The fact that these words 
are marked as having been uttered by Christ in this passage assures their status as the 
speech of someone other than Margery Kempe, yet the passage also securely locates 
these words as Margery Kempe’s own locution as part of her prayer. Spoken by 
Christ and Kempe, the quotation “Fadyr, forgeve hem; thei wite not what thei don,” 
works not only as a petition to God but also as a rejoinder to Kempe’s and Christ’s 
earthly detractors, meeting the revilement discourse with a shared saying made more 
powerful by its articulation by Christ, its status as Holy Writ, and its doubtlessly 
frequent use in the speeches of ecclesiasts. By placing Margery in Christ’s position, 
the quotation works to sacralize its speaker. 
 In one final example, scriptural quotation works most explicitly as a mode of 
verbal contest and a self-sacralizing answer, through a shared saying, to verbal attack. 
While on pilgrimage, Margery Kempe breaks into tears when she sees the sacrament. 
Her weeping bothers a monk and her pilgrimage companions, who are described as 
casting verbal abuse upon her: 
and, whan thei wer comyn ageyn to her waynys, thei chedyn hir and 
rebukyd hir, clepyng hir ypocrite and seyd many an evyl worde unto 
hir. Sche for to excusyn hir selfe leyd scriptur ageyn hem, versys of the 
Sawter, "Qui seminant in lacrimis" and cetera "euntes ibant and 




seyd that sche schulde no lengar gon in her cumpany, and procuryd hir 
man to forsakyn hir. (II.367-8)  
The passage clearly represents scriptural quotation as a rejoinder to verbal 
accusations: in answer to the monk’s and her companions’ chiding, rebukes, and 
accusations of hypocrisy, Margery Kempe “leyd scriptur ageyn hem.” The phrasing of 
Margery Kempe’s action emphasizes the competitive nature of this verbal exchange; 
Scripture becomes a weapon to “lay against” her attackers. Yet the particular form of 
Scripture referred to here is overtly aural; it is articulated as “versys of the Sawter,” 
the psalms as sung by the clergy on a weekly basis as part of the liturgy. This phrasing 
reflects the aural reception of the psalms by laypeople who would have heard the 
liturgy, and these verses as they appear in the Book signify the re-speaking of those 
psalms by those listeners in other contexts—perhaps in private devotions, or in more 
public settings such as the one represented here. Like Margery’s prayer, this moment 
of locution recruits the utterances of others—not just those of God in the Bible, but 
also the hosts of clerics who would have intoned Psalm 125 on a weekly basis—as 
both a verbal rejoinder to her attackers and as a means of self-defense: “Sche for to 
excusyn hir selfe leyd scriptur ageyn hem, versys of the Sawter.”  
The particular psalm selected by its pilgrim speaker in this scene sacralizes her 
action of weeping through the locution of a shared utterance, as she “lays” quite 
specific verses of the Psalter against her accusers. Quoted in the text by the first few 
words of each verse—“‘Qui seminant in lacrimis’ and cetera ‘euntes ibant and 
flebant’ and cetera, and swech other”—the psalm referenced here is Psalm 125: 5-7: 
“qui seminant in lacrimis in exultatione metent / qui ambulans ibat et flebat portans ad 




that sow in tears shall reap in joy. Going they went and wept, casting their seeds. But 
coming they shall come with joyfulness, carrying their sheaves.”148 In response to 
accusations of hypocrisy, Margery Kempe sets herself up as a sacred example, 
verifying the sacred nature of her tears through psalms which prove that her tears 
denote not hypocrisy but future joy, styling her action as casting seeds that will grow 
into a bountiful harvest that she, the weeper, will gather and carry with a joyful heart 
into heaven. The protagonist Margery Kempe in this scene powerfully disagrees with 
the accusations that others fling against her. That one of these others is a monk, who 
might himself chant the psalter, shows that shared sayings designated to be spoken by 
one group within society and heard by another in actuality render themselves up for 
use by those listeners, as occurs in this scene, where the character Margery Kempe 
speaks fragments gleaned through hearing the Psalter back to its monastic speaker and 
her fellow lay pilgrims, who listen to her as they would a chanter or a preacher.  
 
* * * 
From Citation to Comownycacyon 
 
The competition over shared sayings - the tussle over who their proper 
speakers should be - comes to the fore in one of the most-discussed scenes of The 
Book of Margery Kempe: Kempe’s examination by Henry Bowet, the Archbishop of 
York, at Cawood. Whereas the instances above represent the usefulness of scriptural 
quotation as shared utterance in legitimizing Margery Kempe’s speeches and actions, 
the scene with the archbishop reveals the rhetorical limitations of aural scriptural 




represents scriptural quotations as rhetorically limited precisely due to their unequally 
shared nature. They lend themselves to verbal contest through quotation-trading in 
contradictory statements, but these are contests in which the aurally literate, without 
resort to the material text, may find themselves at a disadvantage compared to 
literates. The sermon exemplum, however, as an educative story told by a preacher to 
change listeners’ behavior, offers its user a rhetorical tool deployed as a method of 
argument to elicit a desired response from its audience. Though sermon stories took 
written form, they were explicitly created to be spoken, making them powerful tools 
for those, like Margery Kempe, whose literate experience was aural.  
When Margery Kempe appears before Archbishop Bowet, the narration of the 
scene makes clear that she has entered into a verbally hostile environment occasioned 
by rumors about her. She has been brought to the archbishop to be examined because 
accounts of her activities have reached him by word of mouth; the archbishop tells 
her, “‘I am evyl enformyd of the; I her seyn thu art a ryth wikked woman’” (I.ii.2950-
1). The scene implies that these rumors account for the archbishop’s clerks’ hostile 
treatment of her, as they greet her entrance into the archbishop’s chapel with verbal 
accusations of Lollardy and heresy, and even perhaps the archbishop’s predisposition 
against her in the first place, as he also accuses her of heresy for wearing white 
clothing and examines her right away on the articles of faith, which she answers well. 
This encounter could be considered less an actual heresy trial, given the fact that 
Margery Kempe acquits herself of accusations of heresy so early in the episode (after 
which the scene continues for another hundred lines), and more of a verbal contest, in 




shared sayings as part of that dialogue, establishes her sanctity when she is depicted 
winning over the archbishop and gaining his approval through rhetorical means.149  
The Book represents Margery Kempe as having ample opportunity to learn the 
rhetorical conventions of her adversary, due to her hunger for God’s word as she may 
access it in aural form. The Book’s narratorial voice reports that hearing sermons is 
Margery Kempe’s greatest comfort on earth, and that she would give a gold noble a 
day to hear a sermon (I.ii.3577-9; I.ii.364-5); she is frequently represented seeking out 
and hearing sermons as well as seeking out and conversing with religious figures. 
Several of the Book’s direct scriptural quotations occur in her conversations with 
these spiritual interlocutors. Wyllyam Sowthfeld, the Carmelite friar, reassures 
Kempe as to the sanctity of her visions in scriptural quotation from Isaiah 66:2: 
“‘Owyr Lord seyth hymself, ‘My spyrit schal restyn upon a meke man, a contryte 
man, and dredyng my wordys’’” (I.i.946-7). The anchoress Julian of Norwich, too, 
couches the same reassurance in scriptural quotation from Romans 8:26: “‘Seynt 
Powyl seyth that the Holy Gost askyth for us wyth mornynggys and wepyngys 
unspeakable…’” (I.i.975-6). A priest reads the Bible with commentary to her: “He red 
to hir many a good boke of hy contemplacyon and other bokys, as the Bybyl wyth 
doctowrys thereupon…” (I.ii.3389-91). She hears Scripture in sermons, as in this 
example, in which a preaching friar repeats Romans 8:31 again and again: “Sche 
turnyd into the cherch wher the frer seyd the sermown, a famows man, and a gret 
audiens had at hys sermown. And many tymys he seyd thes wordys, ‘Yyf God be 
wyth us, ho schal be ageyns us?’ thorw the which wordys sche was the mor steryd to 
obeyn the wil of God and parformyn hir entent” (II.161-4). Not only does this passage 




through the preacher’s multiple repetitions of it, but it also represents the words’ 
rhetorical effects upon her, as they stir her to act according to the quotation, to obey 
the will of God. This scene of reception implies that the preacher’s repetition of the 
quotation has wreaked its ideal, desired rhetorical effect upon the listening Margery. 
The repeated utterance has impressed itself upon her to such a degree that it “stirs” 
her, retained in her consciousness such that it may act as a guide for her thoughts and 
actions, clearly lodged in her memory securely enough such that the scene, and the 
preacher’s words, can be recounted by the authorial Margery Kempe to her scribe at 
the moment of dictation. More importantly, the words that follow the quotation denote 
an awareness of the ideal effects of scriptural quotations by articulating them: “thorw 
the which wordys sche was the mor steryd to obeyn the wil of God and parformyn hir 
entent.” These words indicate that the character Margery Kempe knowingly performs 
the rhetorical conventions surrounding scriptural quotations; they are short, formulaic, 
and often-repeated so as to better sink into their lay listeners’ minds and guide their 
behavior.  
These scriptural quotations, once so firmly impressed upon their listeners—
along with the rhetorical conventions that guide their use—lends themselves to re-use. 
After she has proven she is not a heretic, and the archbishop has mentioned the 
rumors about her that have preceded her and set the tone for her hostile welcome, he 
asks her to swear that she will leave his diocese. She refuses, and uses a scriptural 
quotation to support her position that she should be able to speak of God where she 
pleases; her quotation, however, is met with two responses: a condemnation of her lay 




"Nay, syr, I schal not sweryn," sche seyde, "for I schal spekyn of God 
and undirnemyn hem that sweryn gret othys whersoevyr I go unto the 
tyme that the pope and holy chirche hath ordeynde that no man schal 
be so hardy to spekyn of God, for God almythy forbedith not, ser, that 
we schal speke of hym. And also the gospel makyth mencyon that, 
whan the woman had herd owr Lord prechyd, sche cam beforn hym 
wyth a lowde voys and seyd, 'Blyssed be the wombe that the bar and 
the tetys that gaf the sowkyn.' Than owr Lord seyd agen to hir, 
'Forsothe so ar thei blissed that heryn the word of God and kepyn it.' 
And therfor, sir, me thynkyth that the gospel gevyth me leve to spekyn 
of God." "A ser," seyd the clerkys, "her wot we wel that sche hath a 
devyl wythinne hir, for sche spekyth of the gospel." As swythe a gret 
clerke browt forth a boke and leyd Seynt Powyl for hys party ageyns 
hir that no woman schulde prechyn. Sche, answeryng therto, seyde, "I 
preche not, ser, I come in no pulpytt. I use but comownycacyon and 
good wordys, and that wil I do whil I leve." (II.ii.2964-77) 
In this scene, Margery Kempe deploys a scriptural quotation from Luke 11:27-8, in 
which Christ engages in dialogue with an anonymous woman. The quotation as it 
appears stands as triply reported speech: the narratorial voice of the Book reports 
Margery’s use of it, who reports the gospel’s use of it (“the gospel makyth 
mencyon….the woman…seyd…owr Lord seyd agen to hir”), which reports the words 
themselves as spoken by the woman and Christ in dialogue. This triplicate reporting 
stresses the shared nature of the utterance, foregrounding Margery Kempe’s adoptive 




also those of the woman Christ blesses for hearing and keeping the word of God, as 
the passage above repeats both Christ’s blessing and the woman’s words. As Karma 
Lochrie has remarked, this passage does not give women the right to speak the gospel, 
only to hear and keep it (110). However, Kempe’s use of it above clearly revises the 
passage’s accepted meaning to suggest that “keeping” the Gospel means to speak it, 
as she does here. In this scene, then, iteration and recontextualization allow Margery 
Kempe to bend a familiar saying to a new purpose.  
In repeating the words of the dialogue, Margery Kempe participates in the 
rhetorical conventions of her audience, using scriptural quotation as a form of 
verification for her own exemplary knowledge of that Scripture. In using this method, 
however, she opens the door to rejoinder in kind, levied through scriptural quotation 
in turn, by her interlocutors, whose conventions she has adopted. One of the clerks 
argues back through scriptural quotation: a “gret clerke browt forth a boke and leyd 
Seynt Powyl for hys party ageyns hir that no woman schulde prechyn” (I.ii.2974-5). 
The book here is most likely a Bible, and the clerk points to I Corinthians 14:34-5 as 
proof for his argument that no women should preach. The Book’s phrasing of the 
cleric’s activity here recalls Margery Kempe’s own scriptural reply—with psalms—to 
the critical monk and pilgrims: he “leyd Seynt Powyl for hys party ageyns hir.” This 
articulation frames the trading of scriptural quotations as a verbal contest. The phrase 
“to lay Scripture against someone” makes the action combative, and to do it “for 
one’s own part” emphasizes that one performs the action to verify the truth of one’s 
own position.  
The dueling quotations in this scene evoke Walter Ong’s characterization of 




something to someone, especially through short, formulaic utterances such as 
proverbs, though the scene departs from Ong’s ideas in its representation of conflict 
through scriptural quotations learned and repeated through aural means as taking both 
oral and written forms (Orality and Literacy 43-5). The scene shows a re-alignment of 
the clerk’s literate priorities in light of Margery Kempe’s aurality: it depicts the 
sayings of literate clerks, as they have been absorbed aurally by Margery Kempe, 
used against those same literate clerks through the power of aural literacy. Kempe’s 
words in the scene refer to the written underpinning of her quotation from Luke, while 
stressing her aural apprehension of it: “And also the gospel makyth mencyon that….” 
The scene also shows that differing degrees of access to those written counterparts 
endowed university-trained ecclesiasts and laypeople with different modes of 
deployment of scriptural authority. The combative outcome of Kempe’s scriptural 
gambit is in some ways assured by her audience; the clerics have perhaps a greater 
storehouse of scriptural quotations in memory than she herself might. As this scene 
shows, at the very least they have the added advantage of possession of the written 
Bible, from which to extract quotations at will, using the physical presence of the 
book as added artillery in their proofs. The scene acknowledges this inequality when 
it shows the clerk’s ability to lay Scripture against Margery Kempe in written form, 
before it goes on to represent Kempe’s literate aurality as a position of relative 
strength vis-à-vis the book-bound cleric. 
Because she is a layperson, the fact that Kempe is able to engage in aural 
scriptural dueling in the first place is special; the Book elsewhere represents her in 
verbal contests with other laypeople who are not able to answer her scriptural 




these is her hostile encounter with the Mayor of Leicester, in which she lays Scripture 
against him in answer to his reproving and rebuking of her, which he is unable to 
answer in turn: 
Also ferthermor sche seyd pleynly to hys owyn persone, "Sir, ye arn 
not worthy to ben a meyr, and that schal I prevyn be Holy Writte, for 
owr Lord God seyde hymself er he wolde takyn venjawnce on the 
cyteys, 'I schal comyn down and seen.' And yet he knew al thyng. And 
that was not ellys, sir, but for to schewe men as ye ben that ye schulde 
don non execucyon in ponischyng but yyf ye had knowyng beforn that 
it wer worthy for to be don. And, syr, ye han do al the contrary to me 
this day, for, syr, ye han cawsyd me myche despite for thyng that I am 
not gilty in. I pray God forgeve yow it." Than the meyr seyde to hir, "I 
wil wetyn why thow gost in white clothys, for I trowe thow art comyn 
hedyr to han awey owr wyvys fro us and ledyn hem wyth the." 
(I.ii.2719-28)  
The protagonist overtly frames her scriptural speech in this episode as a form of 
proof, or verification, for her statement that the mayor is unworthy of his post: “ye arn 
not worthy to ben a meyr, and that schal I prevyn be Holy Writte.” Whereas Margery 
Kempe here quotes God himself, as his words appear in Genesis 18:21, the mayor is 
only able to question her weakly, asking why she goes in white, ruminating aloud 
about his worry that she will lead the wives of Leicester away with her. Given the 
mayor’s inability to engage in a verbal duel with Margery Kempe in kind, hurling 
back Scripture to her charged quotation from Genesis, in which God himself surveys 




lacking), this scene gives Margery Kempe the upper hand over the mayor by 
endowing her with vastly superior rhetorical skills of verification for her statements. 
In answer to her echoing, resounding shared utterance that “‘I schal comyn down and 
seen,’” the mayor weakly complains that she will steal away the town’s wives, 
leaving Margery Kempe the clear rhetorical victor in the encounter. 
In the scene at York, however, Margery Kempe’s scriptural gambit is met with 
oral Scripture backed up by the written Bible; she answers this challenge by claiming 
that she uses “but comownycacyon and good wordys,” stressing the oral nature of her 
communication and asserting the moral goodness of her speech. The clerk’s 
presentation of the Bible throws into relief that fact that though the Margery Kempe in 
this scene may have access to literate practices via scriptural quotation, she does not 
in the end have access to the written text itself, the possession of which is the only 
marker of difference between Kempe and the clerk. Though Kempe wields Scripture 
orally, she does not wield it in written form. Her description of her own verbal 
activity in the scene recognizes this: “comownycacyon” has the Middle English word 
“comown” as its root, which means common, as in jointly held, as land may be held 
in common. The noun “comownycacyon” in the Book loosely means conversation, in 
the sense that phrases in conversation are shared as common territory between the 
speakers. As the noun is used within the Book it takes on the sense of the oral use of 
preachers’ sayings, namely Scripture and sermon stories. Elsewhere in the Book, the 
word “comown” appears as a verb, as Kempe is described as “comownyng in scriptur 
whech sche lernyd in sermownys and be comownyng with clerkys” (I.i.14.676-77). In 
another episode, pilgrims give her money because she had “in comownyng telde hem 




tales actually appear, sermon exempla, jointly held by clerics and Kempe as well as 
Kempe and her listeners.150 Indeed, this sense of the verb “communen” (the headword 
in the MED) as sharing or dealing out scriptural quotations or stories is not limited to 
Kempe’s book; one of the late fourteenth-century appearances of the word, in 
Higden’s Polychronicon, states that “Such [stories] as I haue…i-rad in dyuerse 
bookes, I...comoun to oþere” (MED). Henry Suso’s “Seven Poyntes of Trewe 
Wisdom,” in MS Douce 114, likewise uses the verb in the sense of disseminating 
religious sayings: “Alle þoo…þat willen to serue þe...with þe forseide devoute 
excercises of preyers, or ellis bisyen hem to commun hem forth to oþere trewe cristen 
sowlles” (MED). In keeping with other contemporary uses, then, the Book describes 
“comownyng” as a verbal activity, sharing words in common with and distributing 
them to both clerics and laypeople. Margery Kempe’s activity of spreading holy 
words thus evokes Humbert of Romans’ thirteenth-century descriptions of preaching 
scattering the word of God like seeds in his preaching manual, as “communen” carries 
the sense of distributing or scattering words and phrases to others (5).  
 
* * * 
From Scriptural Proof to Exemplary Argument 
 
Where she could better a lay mayor with her knowledge of Scripture, 
Margery’s scriptural clash with a Bible-wielding clerk occasions a deft adaptation to 
her situation and a switch to the use of the extra-Biblical rhetorical materials of 
preachers in which Kempe would have been steeped, and which the clerk would not 




move in the scene is her telling of the story of the bear, the priest, and the pear tree. 
Kempe’s telling of the story in the Cawood episode is occasioned by the accusation of 
one of the archbishop’s clerks that Kempe had told him the worst story about priests 
that he ever heard (I.ii.2978). This accusation, like so much of the verbal scorn heaped 
upon Margery Kempe in the Book, creates an opportunity for the character to 
demonstrate her rhetorical skill; verbal attack provokes self-defense in the form of 
shared sayings. It is in this recurrent motif of attack provoking answers in shared 
sayings that the Book exceeds the action of any local moment and demonstrates a 
complex cultural pattern—one which its author and her priestly amanuensis may or 
may not have been aware—in which the malicious rumors and accusations of others 
must be met by shared utterance in turn. The Book tells the tale of this encounter in a 
deftly strategic manner, weaving a fiction of the York encounter that bolsters Margery 
Kempe’s facility with shared sayings, holding her aural literacy up as superior to 
clerical literacy. 
When the cleric makes his accusation, the archbishop asks her to repeat the 
exemplum, and she does; the effect of their remarks—the fact that Margery Kempe 
tells the exemplum as a dialogue—protects Kempe from further charges of preaching; 
even though she tells an exemplum as a preacher would, the fact that she does so in 
reply to an accusation and at the request of the archbishop establishes a framework for 
speaking the exemplum that supports her earlier claims that “I come in no pulpytt.” 
She then tells the exemplum, first marking it as a shared saying - something she had 
learned by hearing: "Sir, wyth yowr reverens, I spak but of o preste be the maner of 
exampyl, the whech as I have lernyd went wil in a wode thorw the sufferawns of God 




“as I have lernyd” marks the story as hearsay, or reported speech: a tale Margery 
Kempe learned from others and now repeats. Her exemplum tells of a priest who, 
while wandering the woods, sees a bear eat the flowers off of a pear tree and void 
them out his other end. Distressed because he doesn’t understand the meaning of the 
sight, the priest wanders until he meets a palmer, who explains the meaning of the 
sight: the priest himself is the bear; the priest blabbers the divine service, in addition 
to backbiting and committing other sins of the tongue, just as the bear devours and 
voids out the flowers of virtuous living (I.ii.2979-3008). 
This story effectively figures a priest who takes the words of the divine 
service—shared sayings jointly held by clerics and some laypeople as well, as 
Margery herself knows verses of the Psalter—and turns them into excrement. It 
presents the priest’s orality as undergoing a misdirected process of the words’ 
absorption through digestion that degrades the divine service into backbiting and 
related sins of the tongue, which metaphorically become feces in the exemplum. This 
story thus works as a commentary on the clerk’s laying of St. Paul against Margery 
Kempe in their battle of sayings; it is a veiled accusation that in using sacred sayings 
against her, the clerk has defiled them into filthy slander, turning the flowers of 
Scripture into defecated waste. Kempe herself, as the figure of the palmer (she is, 
after all, a pilgrim), is the wise figure that can elucidate the meaning of the exemplum 
to the ignorant priests and clerks before her. She, and only she, sees the flowers as 
flowers, the sacred words as sacred words, and uses them as such. 
Though this specific story is not known to exist in any of the extant sermon 
collections, it resembles sermon stories in its form (a short, formulaic, memorable 




audience’s behavior).151 Sermon exempla were short, formulaic stories written and 
spoken by preachers in order to teach moral lessons. The exemplum thus had a well-
defined function in late medieval England: to change the moral behavior of its 
listeners. In his hallmark study of the late medieval exemplum, Larry Scanlon has 
argued that the exemplum is “an enactment of cultural authority” (34), stressing the 
performative force of the exemplum in reproducing existing power structures, and 
Fritz Kemmler has established that sermon exempla were defined more by their 
instructional function than their form in the later Middle Ages (60). Exempla instruct, 
placing their speaker in a position of moral superiority with respect to the listener, in 
an effort the change the listener’s behavior. 
Sermon exempla achieved this functional status in the later Middle Ages as the 
result of the rise of the sermon and the flowering of medieval rhetoric in the thirteenth 
century, which took manuscript form in the artes praedicandi, the preaching manuals 
that adapted the art of rhetoric for sermons (Murphy "Artes"). Margery Kempe’s oral 
gathering of scriptural quotations and sermon stories had their root in this change in 
the nature of preaching: from extended readings and interpretations of a single biblical 
passage, to sermons which relied on the quotation of multiple authorities and the 
telling of short, formulaic stories to better impress spiritual messages upon listeners 
(Briscoe 28). This change occurred as the result of the rise of popular preaching, 
rooted in the birth of the mendicant movement at the start of the thirteenth century as 
well as the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, which commanded more frequent 
preaching to the laity (Briscoe 75). Sermon exempla became one of the main teaching 




Lynn in the first decades of the thirteenth century, both of whose preaching is a 
constant presence in Kempe’s book.  
In the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, sermon exempla became 
the subject of rhetorical manuals for preachers, gaining such popularity that preachers 
created entire handbooks of exempla that could be used in preparing sermons; many 
of these were written in Latin and delivered in the vernacular, though the exemplum 
tradition culminated in vernacular compendia of exempla in the late fourteenth and 
early fifteenth centuries.152 Like scriptural quotations, sermon exempla, as they 
appeared in exempla collections and in sermons, were often tagged as shared sayings, 
introduced with attributions to others and repeated from manual to manual and 
speaker to speaker. Part of their understood efficacy certainly stemmed from their 
source in authoritative speakers, and from the fact that these exempla were widely 
repeated by ecclesiastical speakers, gaining more authority by virtue of their status as 
widely shared utterances.  Unlike scriptural quotations, however, which speakers 
shared with Biblical figures, sermon exempla were overtly composed by non-Biblical 
authors for specifically rhetorical purposes. Current speakers shared them with their 
authors, but their uni-directional function—from knowing speaker to silent, accepting 
listener—faded in favor of their generally shared nature and their rhetorically targeted 
composition and use; in the passage above, Margery Kempe heard the tale she tells of 
priests from another, unnamed person—“as I have lernyd”—and that person’s exact 
identity is less important than the fact that the tale is reported speech, repeated from at 
least one and probably more other users, and thus shared between them. The most 
prevalent characteristic of this sermon story, as it works as a shared saying in this 




enables its speaker to manipulate those rhetorical effects when she reverses the 
conventional speaker and audience positions of the exemplum: she becomes the one 
who speaks, the clerics the ones who hear. 
More than this, Margery here uses the exemplum to make an argument. Like 
Margery, medieval preachers understood exempla as ways of reasoning and making 
arguments. As such, they were considered rhetorically inferior to Scripture, which 
worked as incontrovertible proof of a statement or of an example. Ranulph Higden, in 
his fourteenth-century preaching manual, articulated the relationship between these 
two rhetorical utterances. For Higden, exempla are forms of reasoning and argument, 
which are different from “a proof from Scripture” (68) (“documentum in scriptura”) 
(70). He advises preachers that “according to Augustine, if occasionally an authority 
is lacking for demonstrating proof, one must use reason…” (68-9) (“et secundum 
Augustinum: si aliquociens ad probandum intentum desit auctoritas, racioni 
insistendum…”) (70). Whereas Scripture is a mode of proof, exempla are a mode of 
argument, and these arguments in the form of exempla can come from nature, from 
art, and from history (51-3). To amplify their themes, making their points memorable 
and vivid to listeners, Higden advises that preachers “argue by means of examples” 
(64) (“raciocinari per exempla”) (62). The preaching manuals frame exempla as 
targeting a lay audience. The manuals demonstrate a keen interest in audience, as 
Higden articulates the three goals of preaching as the inspiration of the speaker, the 
glorification of the creator, and the edification of the listener (34). Richard of 
Thetford devotes large portions of his preaching treatise to a consideration of 
audience, specifically noting that examples are especially well suited to laypeople, 




The Book makes clear that Margery Kempe uses rhetorical forms targeted for 
both learned and unlearned audiences; the preaching manuals don’t specify a lay 
audience for scriptural quotation, but do identify exempla as particularly well-suited 
to lay listeners, yet she uses both, as well as the understandings of their uses held by 
her rhetorical community. When her scriptural quotation is met with scriptural 
quotation in kind, backed up by written text, Kempe switches to another rhetorical 
form that, even more than Scripture, locates her in the position of the instructing 
preacher and her listeners in the positions of the obeying listeners that Robert of 
Basevorn articulates as being of central importance to the preaching scene: 
it is evident that in fruitful preaching there are three things necessarily 
required: the supreme teacher, God, teaching the intellect, the listener 
obeying the words of the teacher, and the teaching itself, useful and 
advantageous. (141) (patet quod in praedicatione fructifera tria 
necessario requiruntur scilicet supremus doctor Deus intellectus 
erudiens, verbis doctoris auditor obediens, et ipsa doctrina utilis et 
proficiens. (Charland 256) 
The scriptural quotation from Luke that Kempe uses in the scene at Cawood does not 
require obedience from her listeners; in fact, it occasions scriptural disagreement. The 
exemplum that she tells, however, clearly evokes the conventional ways that 
preachers would have used exempla in Margery Kempe’s time: it identifies sinful 
behavior on the part of its exemplary priest and exhorts the listener to identify and 
change that behavior within him/herself. The priest in the exemplum is representative 
of all who carelessly or maliciously repeat, mangling the divine service and speaking 




sweryng, lying, detraccyon, and bakbytyng, and swech other synnes using” (I.ii.3004-
5). The applicability to Margery Kempe’s current situation at Cawood is clear: the 
archbishop and his clerks have directed malicious speech at Margery Kempe since her 
arrival, and the telling of the story itself is occasioned by another such malicious 
accusation. Margery Kempe uses the exemplum of the bear, the priest, and the pear 
tree to make an argument for her own speech as good speech. She does so by 
reversing the speaker and audience positions of the exemplum as understood in the 
rhetorical tradition, endowing herself with preacherly eloquence and her listeners with 
the obedience such preachers desired of their lay listeners. In doing so, she assumes 
the preacher’s position and forces her audience into the role of the silent, obedient 
listener. 
In using the exemplum, Kempe reverses the conventional positions of 
exempla’s speakers and listeners, placing herself in the position of the one who knows 
and argues and making the ecclesiasts those who listen to and accept her argument. 
Her audience becomes docile and obedient. The archbishop commends the tale, 
concurring with her own judgment of her speech as “good wordys” with his phrase 
“good tale” (I.ii.3009). More than this, the tale changes the speech of Margery 
Kempe’s detractors from accusation to praise. The clerk who accused her of telling 
evil tales about priests tells her that the tale has moved him deeply; he says it 
“smytheth me to the hert” (I.ii.3010-11). Her rhetoric earns her more than praise; it 
earns her mobility. The archbishop gives her safe passage out of York, and when 
Margery Kempe later encounters him, his verbal attacks have turned to praise, as he 
now calls her a “parfyte woman and a good woman” (I.ii.3106-7). This transformation 




sermon in Lynn. She prays that the words of the preacher will settle in the souls of its 
hearers, making them perfectly obedient to the preacher’s message:  
The seyd creatur beyng present, and, beheldyng how fast the pepyl 
cam rennyng to heryn the sermown, sche had gret joy in hir sowle, 
thynkyng in hir mende, "A, Lord Jhesu, I trowe, and thu wer here to 
prechyn thin owyn persone, the pepyl schulde han gret joy to heryn 
the. I prey the, Lorde, make thi holy word to sattelyn in her sowlys as I 
wolde that it schulde don in myn, and as many mict be turnyd be hys 
voys as schulde ben be thy voys yyf thu prechedist 
thyselfe." (I.ii.3526-30) 
The language of this passage evokes that of Robert of Basevorn’s description of God 
preaching through others; Kempe prays that the sermon listeners might be turned by 
the preacher’s voice as surely as they would be if Christ himself were preaching to 
them. This passage also links the preacher’s activity in this scene to Kempe’s own 
activities at York. The episode at York shows Margery Kempe’s own words settling 
in the souls of her listeners and “turning” them from her detractors to her supporters. 
This demonstration of successful preaching activity on the part of its protagonist relies 
on the evocation of joint understandings of the function of scriptural quotations and 
sermon exempla held by Margery Kempe and her audience of ecclesiasts. When 
Kempe uses these utterances and gains ecclesiastical approval for doing so, she 
changes her own position within their rhetorical community from listener to speaker, 
gaining the ability to evoke responses of obedience in her listeners. Whether these 
events really occurred or not is immaterial; Kempe and her priestly amanuensis 




the rhetorical community’s speakers to include laywomen and the increasing 






Epilogue on Angry Speech 
 
 These chapters have featured speakers who stretch or violate common 
conventions regarding the proper uses of shared sayings in efforts to gain greater 
autonomy, authority, or material status in their societies, yet it is not clear that such 
gains ever became anything more than the imaginative possibilities they register as in 
these texts. As speakers in late medieval England poached shared sayings from the 
stock of commonly available verbal materials, they encountered fierce resistance, 
tapping into a deep cultural tension over the proper ownership and performance of 
such utterances. The speech situations described here feature intense reactions, in 
which speakers who overstep the bounds of convention provoke verbal and physical 
violence from others as a result of their speaking styles. The speakers that have been 
my target perpetrate aural incursions on others, and these incursions spark hostile and 
outraged responses. The strength of these responses signals the centrality of conflicts 
over shared sayings to late medieval culture as well as the high stakes of these 
struggles. In these texts, speaking common utterances becomes a matter of personal 
and communal definition, a tactic for the negotiation of social position, an unruly 
means of self-preservation or endangerment, and a form of action that can save or 
threaten the lives of those involved in the speech situation.  
 The protagonist of The Book of Margery Kempe, for instance, utters Scriptural 
quotations, Biblical stories, and preachers’ tales at every opportunity: at public meals, 
in open streets, in private homes, in churches, and to groups of mixed audiences 




response, she is imprisoned, threatened with burning, accused of demon possession, 
ejected from the company of her fellow pilgrims, and reviled for setting a dangerous 
example for other women. Her intimate connection to the divine takes the form of 
speeches that Christ intones in her mind and that human interlocutors—the priests, 
preachers and holy figures with whom she converses on a regular basis—speak to her 
aloud. The sayings that she receives from elsewhere become part of a rich verbal 
repertoire that she wields at every opportunity, for the most part uninvited. Her style 
of speaking taps into key late medieval conflicts about the province of religious 
speech, and especially the contested relationship of women and laypeople to Biblical 
and sermon-like language. The accusations of Lollardy levied against Kempe in the 
Book are grounded in her appropriation and aggressive redeployment of religious 
language. Though her orthodox beliefs and her aural literacy protect her from burning, 
the intensity of her detractors’ reactions—as well as historical instances in which 
laypeople were condemned for speaking like Kempe—suggests that the anger her 
speech evoked was a powerful force in late medieval England. 
 The Wife of Bath’s speaking style, too, sparks anger and retaliation, both in 
her relationship with Jankyn as recounted in her prologue and in the form of the 
pilgrims’ response to her prologue. Though Alison’s account of her husbands’ 
reactions to her speaking style stresses her winning of rhetorical mastery and their 
eventual docility, the Prologue’s physical altercation with Jankyn—and Alison’s 
resulting deafness in one ear from his blow to her head—occurs as a direct escalation 
of their verbal battles over and through his book of wicked wives. Her tearing of 
pages from his book concretizes her incessant poaching of sayings from his oral 




leaving them both with aural versions of the sayings that Jankyn had previously 
employed with the support of the written text. Yet her prologue depicts her, after all is 
said and done, alone in an echo chamber of past verbal contests with others, 
rehearsing both sides of long-lapsed arguments for an audience antagonized by her 
prolixity and by her playful reiterations of conventional sayings. 
 For Thomas Usk, the rich aural resources of late medieval London offer a 
potential means of self-exculpation in writing, but his effort to forge a rhetorical 
community through the appropriation of shared sayings in the Testament ultimately 
fails in the face of more entrenched interpretations of his place in his civic 
community. Usk’s use of the approver’s appeal sparks a rancor that never disappears 
in the years between his appeal and his execution at the hands of the Lords Appellant 
in 1388. When the Lords Appellant staged their attack on the royalist faction, Usk 
became one of those targeted for his membership in that faction, but the form of his 
death—a traitor’s death in which he was beheaded with thirty strokes of the axe—was 
directly related to his appeal against Northampton and the civic community’s 
interpretation of that appeal as an act of treachery. Usk wrote the Testament as an 
effort to propagate a different version of events—a version which saw Usk as the 
faithful citizen and Northampton as the traitor—but his writing couldn’t in the end 
redirect the outrage provoked by his initial testimony against Northhampton in the 
stormy forum of the London political sphere.  
The Prioress’s sequence depicts the power of prayerful speeches to form 
groups in the shape of vengeful fantasies that can give one group the imaginative 
traction to extinguish another. The key tension in the sequence is established when it 




with different beliefs in the verbal kinship of a shared address to God. The sequence 
then develops this tension by representing a series of verbal actions that aim to 
differentiate Christians from Jews on the basis of speech. The Prioress in the prologue 
jumps from the lines of Psalm 8 to prayers that praise Mary for the virgin birth, a key 
point of doctrine that separates Christians from Jews. In the tale, the chorister sings a 
hymn that praises Mary for the virgin birth, carrying this hymn beyond its more 
“proper” locations of song schools or churches into a Jewish neighborhood. The 
chorister’s words can be understood as an effort to conscript the listening Jews into a 
communal address to Mary that contradicts their beliefs. His song is a sonic attack on 
the neighborhood’s residents, who respond with violence, killing him to silence him. 
The boy’s post-mortem singing, then, returns his antiphon to its conventional function 
as a unifier of Christians, yet this unity is established only in the context of murderous 
rage provoked by speech in the first place. Constitutive of and antecedent to the Jews’ 
anger toward the chorister in the tale is a virulent Christian anger about sharing the 
prologue’s opening psalm with others who hold differing beliefs. In the tale, this 
anger refracts into the murder and hence the silencing of Jews.  
In these late medieval texts, shared sayings occasion anger, contest, 
punishment, and violence as much as they offer a means to secure the promise of 
momentary protection, authority, and mobility. In part because phrases held in 
common carried the power of group understandings, shared utterances could render 
their speakers intelligible in the language of their communities, but they also served as 
flashpoints for deep-seated and irresolvable clashes between the different social 
groups that had access to this common hoard of verbal resources. Differences in 




access to the aural riches of late medieval culture and produced an array of 
orientations toward the shared sayings that served as a form of knowledge and a 
performance of social position for their speakers. In a culture suffused with a wide 
variety of aural literacies characterized by shifting and dynamic boundaries of use and 
understanding, shared sayings enabled speakers to adopt, contest, and negotiate their 
own positions within their communities. Recognition of the aural literacies that these 
late medieval texts both represent and are comprised by also affords a glimpse of a 
literary history that takes account of mixed modes of production and reception 
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majority of nuns during this period knew no Latin; they must have sung the offices by 
rote…” (246). Elizabeth Robertson has pointed out the gender issues at stake in the 
performance of praise in Elizabeth Robertson, "Aspects of Female Piety in the 
Prioress’s Tale," Chaucer’s Religious Tales, eds. David C. Benson and Elizabeth 
Robertson (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1990) 153.  
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Douay Rheims version at latinvulgate.com. 
 
63 Psalms 8:3 
 
64 Katherine Zieman comments on the unifying function of psalms (42); she further 
comments that Jews were represented in medieval iconography as singing the “‘old 
song’ – the singing of the Psalter before Christ” (44). See Zieman, Singing the New 
Song: Literacy and Liturgy in Late Medieval England. 
 
65 On the recitation of psalms during the canonical hours, see Jonathan Black, "The 
Divine Office and Private Devotion," The Liturgy of the Medieval Church, eds. 
Thomas Heffernan and Ann Matter (Kalamazoo, Michigan: TEAMS, Western 
Michigan University, 2005). For the liturgical elements of the Prioress’s Prologue 
and Tale, see Marie Hamilton, "Echoes of Childermas in the Tale of the Prioress of 
Bethlehem," Modern Language Review 34 (1939). See also Beverly Boyd, "Chaucer, 
the Prioress, and the Liturgy of the Canonical Hours," Chaucer and the Liturgy 
(Philadelphia: Dorrance, 1967) 68-9, J.C. Wenck, "On the Sources of the Prioress’s 
Tale," Mediaeval Studies XVII (1955), R.J. Schoeck, "Chaucer’s Prioress," The 
Bridge II (1956), Alfred David, "An Abc to the Style of the Prioress," Acts of 
Interpretation: The Text and Its Contexts eds. Mary Carruthers and Elizabeth Kirk 
(Oklahoma: Pilgrim Books, 1983), Sherman Hawkins, "Chaucer’s Prioress and the 
Sacrifice of Praise," JEGP 63 (1964). 
 
66 See Katherine Zieman, "Reading, Singing, and Understanding: Constructions of the 
Literacy of Women Religious in Late Medieval England," Learning and Literacy in 
Medieval England and Abroad, ed. Sarah Rees Jones (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 
2003). 
 
67 For Titivillus, see Margaret Jennings, "Tutivillus: The Literary Career of the 
Recording Demon," Studies in Philology 74 (1977).  See also Susan E. Phillips, 
Transforming Talk : The Problem with Gossip in Late Medieval England (University 
Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2007).  
 
68 For lay recitation of the hours, see Black, "The Divine Office and Private 
Devotion." For cues, see Boyd, "Chaucer, the Prioress, and the Liturgy of the 
Canonical Hours,"   68. 
 
69 For lay participation in and influence over the liturgy, see Duffy, The Stripping of 
the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, C.1400-C.1580. For the foundation of the 
liturgy and its changes over time, see Thomas Heffernan and Ann Matter, eds., The 






	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 John McCulloch, "Jewish Ritual Murder: William of Norwich, Thomas of 
Monmouth, and the Early Dissemination of the Myth," Speculum 72 (1997): 715. 
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71 The hymn is attributed to Hermannus Contractus in the Max Lutolf, ed., Analecta 
Hymnica Medii Aevi Register (Bern and Munich: Francke Verlag, 1978) 70. See also 
Carlton Brown, A Study of the Miracle of Our Lady Told by Chaucer’s Prioress 
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Tubner and Company, 1906), Audrey Davidson, 
"Alma Redemptoris Mater: The Little Clergeon’s Song," Substance and Manner: 
Studies in Music and the Other Arts (St. Paul, Minnesota: Hiawatha Press, 1977). 
Davidson points out that the antiphon was “ubiquitous” in the liturgy due to “the daily 
singing of one or another of the marian antiphons at Vespers and Compline, and this 
practice then grew into a separate devotion to the Blessed Virgin” (27); it also became 
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72 Guido Maria Dreves, ed., Analecta Hymnica Medii Aevi Xvii (Leipzig: O.R. 
Reisland,, 1894) 148-9, Clemens Blume and Guido Maria Dreves, eds., Analecta 
Hymnica Medii Aevi Xliv (Leipzig: O.R. Reisland, 1904) 200-1. 
 
73 Robert Boenig, "Alma Redemptoris Mater, Gaude Maria, and the Prioress’s Tale," 
Notes and Queries 46 (1999): 323. 
 
74 For the pedagogical practices of the song schools, see Zieman, Singing the New 
Song: Literacy and Liturgy in Late Medieval England. See also Bruce Holsinger, 
"Pedagogy, Violence, and the Subject of Music: Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale and the 
Ideologies of ‘Song'," New Medieval Literatures 1 (1997). 
 
75For further discussion of the tale’s setting, and the figure of the Jew as an imaginary 
other, see the essays in Sheila Delany, ed., Chaucer and the Jews: Sources, Contexts, 
Meanings (New York: Routledge, 2002). See also Steven Kruger, The Spectral Jew: 
Conversion and Embodiment in Medieval Europe (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2006).  
 
76 The Latin text of the Alma redemptoris mater is from one of the Prioress’s Tale’s 
analogues in Sidney Sussex College Cambridge MS 95, Lib. II, cap. 87, fols 88r-89 
[1409]; see Robert Correale and Mary Hamel, eds., Sources and Analogues of the 
Canterbury Tales, Volume 2 (Woodbridge and Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 2005) 631-3. 
 
77 Translation from Davidson, "Alma Redemptoris Mater: The Little Clergeon’s 
Song," 22. 
 
78 Cited in Bale, The Jew in the Medieval Book 67. 
 
79 The closest analogue to the Prioress’s Tale appears in the Miracles of the Virgin in 
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Carol Meale, "The Miracles of Our Lady: Context and Interpretation," Studies in the 
Vernon Manuscript, ed. Derek Pearsall (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1990). Siegfried 
Wenzel also points out that many of the analogues for the Prioress’s tale existed in 
preachers’ manuals, as written tales meant for oral delivery (142); see Siegfried 
Wenzel, "Chaucer and the Language of Contemporary Preaching," Studies in 
Philology 73 (1976). 
 
80 See Thomas of Monmouth, The Life and Miracles of St. William of Norwich by 
Thomas of Monmouth, trans. Augustus Jessopp and Montague Rhodes James 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1896). 
 
81 For the classic case establishing Alison as a manipulator of biblical text, see D.W. 
Robertson Jr., A Preface to Chaucer: Studies in Medieval Perspectives (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1962) 317-36. See also Edmund Reiss, "Biblical Parody: 
Chaucer's 'Distortions' of Scripture," Chaucer and the Scriptural Tradition, ed. David 
Lyle Jeffrey (Ottowa: University of Ottowa Press, 1984). For a recent comprehensive 
treatment of the criticism regarding the Wife’s exegetical manipulations, see Theresa 
Tinkle, "Contested Authority: Jerome and the Wife of Bath on 1 Timothy 2," The 
Chaucer Review 44.3 (2010). 
 
82 As Susan Crane has noted, Alison is a “fiction who tells a fiction” (20). See Susan 
Crane, "Alison's Incapacity and Poetic Instability in the Wife of Bath's Tale," PMLA 
102.1 (1987). 
 
83 For a consideration of Alison’s orality, see Ralph Hanna, "Jankyn's Book," Pacific 
Coast Philology 21.1/2 (1986). Where Hanna sees Alison’s allegiance as an oral one 
in an experiential “world without books,” I see her operating from a position of aural 
literacy, partaking in oral and literate modes (35). For aurality, see Coleman, Public 
Reading. 
 
84 For a summary and discussion of the so-called “Great Divide” theory, and of 
aurality as a fundamental rather than transitional mix of oral and written practices, see 
Coleman, "Aurality." 
 
85 This “voicing from elsewhere” involves the clerical antifeminist proverbs in the 
prologue, where changing the speaker of these sayings from cleric to wife throws 
them into relief, registering an objection to the versions of wives that they carry (116), 
in Susan Crane, Gender and Romance in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1994). 
 
86 Helen Cooper remarks that the Wife “mangles” St. Jerome and the Bible in Helen 
Cooper, Oxford Guide to Chaucer: Canterbury Tales (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 
144. Graham D. Caie suggests that the Wife ignores the spiritual meaning of biblical 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
"The Significance of the Early Chaucer Manuscript Glosses (with Special Reference 
to the Wife of Bath in Prologue)," The Chaucer Review  (1976). 
 
87 All references to Chaucer’s works are from Benson, ed., The Riverside Chaucer, 
3rd Edition. 
 
88 For the former, see D.W. Robertson Jr., "The Wife of Bath and Midas," Studies in 
The Age of Chaucer, Proceedings  (1984). For the latter, see Warren Smith, "The 
Wife of Bath Debates Jerome," The Chaucer Review 32.2 (1997). For a good survey 
of some of the psychological criticism of the Wife, see Kenneth Oberembt, "Chaucer's 
Anti-Misogynist Wife of Bath," The Chaucer Review 10.4 (1976). 
89 Proverbs 27:15 reads: tecta perstillantia in die frigoris et litigiosa mulier 
conparantur; “Roofs dropping through in a cold day, and a contentious woman are 
alike.” Text from the Latin Vulgate and English translation from The Douay-Rheims 
Bible, with Challoner Revisions, trans. Pope Leo XIII (New York: Benziger Brothers, 
1941). 
 
90 On the transparency of the compilator, see also Alastair Minnis, Medieval Theory 
of Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages (London: 
Scolar Press, 1984) 95-102. 
 
91 For the seminal discussion of this passage, see Mary Carruthers, "The Wife of Bath 
and the Painting of Lions," PMLA 94.2 (1979). 
 
92 Tinkle finds that scribes concur with Alison’s “lopsided” treatments of Scripture, 
rather than correcting them: “Lopsided scriptural arguments are apparently the norm, 
not the exception” (81). Tinkle concludes: “the vast majority of biblical 
glosses…never question or undermine the Wife’s exegetical authority. On the 
contrary, most manuscripts that supply source notes support her biblical references at 
every turn and most call attention to the accuracy of her citation” (85). In Theresa 
Tinkle, "The Wife of Bath's Marginal Authority," Studies in the Age of Chaucer 32 
(2010). 
 
93 “‘Bet is,’ quod he, ‘hye in the roof abyde, / Than with an angry wyf doun in the 
hous’” (778-9). Proverbs 21: 9 reads: “melius est sedere in angulo domatis quam cum 
muliere litigiosa et in domo communi;” “It is better to sit in a corner of the housetop, 
than with a brawling woman, and in a common house.” Text of the Latin Vulgate and 
English translation from The Douay-Rheims Bible, with Challoner Revisions. 
 
94 See, for instance, the passages on the woman of great worth in Proverbs 31. For a 
discussion of the Prologue that sees the Vulgate wife as a source for Chaucer’s text, 
see James L. Boren, "Alysoun of Bath and the Vulgate 'Perfect Wife'," 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 76 (1975). 
 
95 For Chaucer’s use of the Book of Proverbs, see Meredith Thompson, "Chaucer's 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, eds. Norman Davis and C. L. Wrenn 
(London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1962) 195-8. For further connections between 
the Wife of Bath and Proverbs, see Lawrence Besserman, Chaucer’s Biblical Poetics 
(Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998) 37. 
 
96 Mishtooni Bose traces Solomon’s medieval uses as a source of authoritative 
proverbial sayings as well as extra-biblical literary traditions that feature Solomon 
engaging in proverb-trading contests. Bose says Solomon was used as “a lifeless icon, 
a stuffed dummy imported by medieval authors in order to represent wisdom or ideal 
kingship in the abstract” (190); vernacular literature used “Solomon says” as a 
formulaic denotation of authority, especially with regard to the Book of Proverbs 
(191). Mishtooni Bose, "From Exegesis to Appropriation: The Medieval Solomon," 
Medium Aevum  (1996). 
 
97 For dating, see Jan Ziolkowski, ed., Solomon and Marcolf (Cambridge; 
Massachusetts; London: Harvard University Press, 2008). As Nancy Bradbury has 
pointed out, this work juxtaposes contrary and authoritative voices, in Nancy 
Bradbury, "Rival Wisdom in the Latin Dialogue of Solomon and Marcolf," Speculum 
83.2 (2008). Bradbury suggests a connection between the Dialogus and Chaucer’s 
work, pointing out that Helen Cooper has also seen a relationship between the two, in 
Helen Cooper, "Sources and Analogues of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales: Reviewing 
the Work," Studies in the Age of Chaucer 19 (1997): 203. 
 
98 As Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett remarks, “Proverbs sound authoritative.  The 
truths they proclaim feel absolute.  This impression is created by the proverb’s 
traditionality and the weight of impersonal community consensus it invokes. […] This 
is an instrumental part of the proverb’s strategy” (111). In Barbara Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett, "Toward a Theory of Proverb Meaning," The Wisdom of Many: Essays on 
the Proverb, eds. Alan Dundes and Wolfgang Mieder (New York: Garland Publishing, 
1981). 
 
99 For a comprehensive digest of proverb literature in Middle English, see Cameron 
Louis, "Proverbs, Precepts, and Monitory Pieces," A Manual of the Writings in 
Middle English, 1050-1500, ed. Albert E. Hartung, vol. IX (New Haven, Connecticut: 
Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1993). For a handbook of medieval 
proverbs, see B.J. Whiting and Helen Wescott Whiting, Proverbs, Sentences, and 
Proverbial Phrases; from English Writings Mainly before 1500 (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1968). See also Barry Taylor, 
"Medieval Proverb Collections: The West European  Tradition," Journal  of  the 
Warburg  and Courtauld Institutes 55.19-35 (1992). For the wide range of proverbial 
works in England, see W.W. Skeat, ed., Early English Proverbs, Chiefly from the 
Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (Folcroft, PA: Folcroft Library editions, 1974), 
The Middle English Proverbs of Hendyng (London: British Library, Harley 2253), B. 
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of certain remarks as proverbs. In modern paroemiology, as well as for medieval 
proverb scholars, the issue of proverb definition is a thorny one, subject to debate. See 
B. J. Whiting, "The Nature of the Proverb," Harvard University Studies and Notes in 
Philology and Literature 14 (1932), Archer Taylor, "The Wisdom of Many and the 
Wit of One," The Wisdom of Many: Essays on the Proverb, eds. Alan Dundes and 
Wolfgang Mieder (New York: Garland Publishing, 1981), Alan Dundes, "On the 
Structure of the Proverb," The Wisdom of Many: Essays on the Proverb, eds. Alan 
Dundes and Wolfgang Mieder (New York: Garland Publishing, 1981). Analyses of 
the function of proverbs in Chaucer’s work have most often focused on their use as 
devices for characterization; see, for instance, R. M. Lumiansky, "The Function of 
Proverbial Monitory Elements in Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde " Tulane Studies in 
English II (1950), B. J. Whiting, Chaucer’s Use of Proverbs (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1934). For the argument that Chaucer used proverbs in a manner 
informed by medieval rhetorical theory, see Duncan, "Chaucer's 'Wife of Bath's 
Prologue,' Lines 193-828, and Geoffrey of Vinsauf's Documentum."  
 
101 Recent considerations of proverb performance have introduced the analytic 
possibility that proverbs have a far greater range of rhetorical uses and effects than 
had previously been assumed; see Lori Ann Garner, "The Role of Proverbs in Middle 
English Narrative," New Directions in Oral Theory: Essays on Ancient and Medieval 
Literature, ed. Mark Amodio (Tempe, Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies, 2005), Carole R. Fontaine, "Proverb Performance in the Hebrew 
Bible," Wise Words: Essays on the Proverb, ed. Wolfgang Mieder (New York: 
Garland, 1994), Alan Lupack, "Malory's Intratexts," Romance and Rhetoric: Essays in 
Honour of Dhira B. Mahoney, eds. Georgiana Donavin and Anita Obermeier 
(Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2010), Nancy Bradbury, "Transforming Experience into 
Tradition: Two Theories of Proverb Use and Chaucer’s Practice," Oral Tradition 17.2 
(2002). 
 
102 See Les Perelman, "The Medieval Art of Letter-Writing: Rhetoric as Institutional 
Expression," Textual Dynamics of the Professions: Historical and Contemporary 
Studies of Writing in Professional Communities, eds. Charles Bazerman and James 
Paradis (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991). See Malcolm Richardson, 
Middle-Class Writing in Late Medieval London, London; Brookfield, Vt. (Pickering 
& Chatto: 2011). See also Malcolm Richardson, "The First Century of English 
Business Writing, 1417-1525," Studies in the History of Business Writing, eds. 
George H. Douglas and Herbert Hildebrandt (Urbana, Ill.: Association for Business 
Communication, 1985). 
 
103 All citations from the Testament are from Allen R. Shoaf, ed., The Testament of 
Love (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1998). 
 
104 As Allen Shoaf remarks in his introduction to the TEAMS edition of the text: “My 
suspicion is that he does use dictionaries, encyclopedias, or florilegia for many of his 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
because his source is abbreviated or incomplete or fragmented by imperfect recall 
from memory.” With regard to Usk’s compliment to Chaucer in the Testament, Skeat 
said that “Usk’s praise of Chaucer must have been more embarrassing than 
acceptable” in W.W. Skeat, ed., Chaucerian and Other Pieces (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1897) xxiv. S.K. Heninger names the Testament as “one of the most patently 
derivative works in English,” in S.K. Heninger, "The Margarite-Pearl Allegory in 
Thomas Usk's Testament of Love," Speculum 32 (1957): 92.  
 
105 Prologue to the Book of Proverbs. All citations from the Wycliffite bible, unless 
otherwise noted, are from Josiah Forshall and Frederic Madden, eds., The Holy Bible, 
Containing the Old and New Testaments, with the Apocryphal Books, in the Earliest 
English Versions Made from the Latin Vulgate by John Wycliffe and His Followers 
(New York: AMS Press, 1982).  
 
106 Proverbs 7 
 
107 While the reference to ‘sacrifices of victory’ would place the story in a vaguely 
pagan or Old Testament world, with the Old Testament context positioning animal 
sacrifice as a clear second to obedience to God, these phrases could be taken more 
loosely to indicate that the married woman has made the wrong kinds of offerings to 
God, signifying disobedience in any time.  The following passage compares sacrifices 
to hearing and obeying God’s word: “For Y spac not with ȝoure faders, and I 
comaundide not to them, in the dai that I ladde them out fro the lond of Egipt, of the 
wrd of brent sacrifises, and of victorie sacrifices. But this wrd I comaundide to them, 
seiende, Hereth my vois, and Y shal be to ȝou a God, and ȝee shul be to me a puple; 
and goth in eche weie that Y comaunde to ȝou, that it wel be to ȝou. And thei herden 
not, ne boweden ther ere, but wenten awei in ther foule delites, and in shreudenes of 
ther euele herte” (Jeremiah 7:22-24). 
 
108 For the dangers of jangling interfering with hearing God’s word, see “Janglynge in 
cherche,” in Phillips, Transforming Talk : The Problem with Gossip in Late Medieval 
England  13-65. 
 
109 James Earl, "Prophecy and Parable in Medieval Apocalyptic History," Religion 
and Literature 31.1 (1999): 35-36. 
 
110 Stephen Wailes, Medieval Allegories of Jesus’ Parables (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1987) 3. 
 
111 For a concise overview of Usk’s life, see Ronald Waldron, "Usk, Thomas 
(C.1354–1388)," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004). For the political currents Usk found himself caught up in, see 





	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 For the Westminster Chronicler’s report that Usk switched his allegiance to 
Brembre under the pressure of imprisonment, see Hector and Harvey, eds., The 
Westminster Chronicle, 1381-1384  90. For Usk’s account of Northampton’s actions 
after he lost the election, see Thomas Usk, "The Appeal of Thomas Usk against John 
Northampton," A Book of London English 1384-1425, eds. R.W. Chambers and 
Marjorie Daunt (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967) 22-31.  
 
113 Westminster Chronicle, p. 92. 
 
114 As Marion Turner has pointed out, “Usk made himself vulnerable because he 
wrote things down. The Appeal is only the most obvious example of this.  Usk never 
seems to have just turned up for meetings or to have given vague and oral promises; 
he was always taking notes and committing himself through writing – and he was 
obliged to do this in order to earn his living” (173). Usk was not the only Londoner to 
switch sides, but he stood out due to recording his switch in writing (173-5). See 
Marion Turner, "Usk and the Goldsmiths," New Medieval Literatures 9 (2007). 
 
115 For the Appeal and its afterlives, see Paul Strohm, "The Textual Vicissitudes of 
Usk’s Appeal," Hochon’s Arrow: The Social Imagination of Fourteenth-Century 
Texts (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992). 
 
116 For a nuanced account of Usk’s career, including the argument that he wrote the 
Testament while considering the benefits a “fresh and profitable” (87) tie to the 
royalist faction might confer, see Paul Strohm, "Politics and Poetics: Usk and Chaucer 
in the 1380s," Literary Practice and Social Change in Britain, 1380-1530, ed. Lee 
Patterson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). For a discussion about 
Usk’s audience for the Testament, see May Newman Hallmundson, "The Community 
of Law and Letters: Some Notes on Thomas Usk’s Audience," Viator 9 (1978). 
 
117 Usk refers directly to these events and the bad reputation he earned from them 
when the Usk narrator complains to Love: “‘But yet,’ quod I, ‘some wyl say I ne 
shulde for no dethe have discovered my maysters, and so by unkyndnesse they wol 
knette infamé to pursue me aboute. Thus enemyes of wyl in manyfolde maner wol 
seche privy serpentynes queyntyses to quenche and distroye by venym of many 
besynesses the light of truthe to make hertes to murmure ayenst my persone to have 
me in hayne withouten any cause’” (I. VII.679-83).  In writing the Testament Usk 
refers to the reception he fears his book will have among these detractors: “Nowe 
gynneth my penne to quake to thinken on the sentences of the envyous people whiche 
alwaye ben redy, bothe ryder and goer, to skorne and to jape this leude booke, and me 
for rancoure and hate in their hertes they shullen so dispyse, that althoughe my booke 
be leude, yet shal it ben more leude holden and by wicked wordes in many maner 
apayred. Certes, me thynketh the sowne of their badde speche right nowe is ful bothe 





	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
118 “Nowe by these ensamples thou myght fully understonde that these thynges ben  
wrytte to your lernyng and in rightwysenesse of tho persones, as thus: To every wight 
his defaute commytted made goodnesse afterwardes done be the more in reverence 
and in open shewyng. For ensample, is it nat song in holy churche, ‘Lo, howe 
necessary was Adams synne’? Davyd the kyng gate Salomon the kyng of her that was 
Uryes wyfe. Truly, for reprofe is none of these thynges writte. Right so, tho I reherce 
thy before dede I repreve thee never the more, ne for no vyllany of thee are they 
rehersed but for worshippe, so thou contynewe wel hereafter, and for profyte of thy 
selfe I rede thou on hem thynke.” (1.8.789-797) 
 
119 Though Stephen Medcalf has read the parable as evidence of Usk’s early attraction 
to Lollardy, he also suggests a historical connection to Northampton’s actions against 
prostitutes in the city of London in Stephen Medcalf, "The World and Heart of 
Thomas Usk," Essays on Ricardian Literature in Honour of J. A. Burrow, eds. A. J. 
Minnis, Charlotte C. Morse and Thorlac Turville-Petre (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1997) 223-4. David Carlson has proposed that the parable “evidently [refers to] Usk’s 
political involvement with Northampton” (54) in David Carlson, "Chaucer's Boethius 
and Thomas Usk's Testament of Love: Politics and Love in the Chaucerian 
Tradition," The Centre and Its Compass: Studies in Medieval Literature in Honor of 
Professor John Leyerle, eds. Robert Taylor, James Burke, Patricia Eberle, Ian 
Lancashire and Brian Merrilees (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1993).  
Andrew Galloway concurs that the parable refers to Usk’s factional involvement, but 
argues that the parable turns Usk’s personal experience into a more broadly socially 
relevant one, transcending Usk’s personal situation (297-8) in Andrew Galloway, 
"Private Selves and the Intellectual Marketplace in Late Fourteenth-Century England: 
The Case of the Two Usks," New Literary History 28 (1997). 
 
120 Frank Kermode, "Hoti's Business: Why Are Narratives Obscure?," The Genesis of 
Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1979).  
 
121 This shift in person is one characteristic of proverbial speech; it evokes Archer 
Taylor’s distinction between the proverb and the proverbial phrase, where “a proverb 
does not vary in any regard, while a proverbial phrase shifts according to the time and 
person” (184); see Archer Taylor, The Proverb (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1931).  Peter Seitel further discusses the shifts in person that proverbial 
speeches make available in Peter Seitel, "Proverbs: A Social Use of Metaphor," The 
Wisdom of Many: Essays on the Proverb, eds. Alan Dundes and Wolfgang Mieder 
(New York: Garland, 1981) 128-9. 
 
122 Testament 2.14.1393-6 
 
123 In Proverbs 7.18 of the Latin Vulgate, the strumpet says to the young man: “veni 
inebriemur uberibus donec inlucescat dies et fruamur cupitis amplexibus” (Come, let 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
appear, King James Version). In the Testament, this line first appears in Love’s 
Middle English version of the parable: ‘Come and be we dronken of our swete 
pappes; use we coveytous collynges’ (2.14.1413-4).  In its invocation of the first 
person plural, Usk’s Middle English stays faithful to the Latin, if accentuating that 
first person plural by using the possessive “our sweet pappes” for the more 
impersonal ablative of instrument uberibus (with the breasts).  The Wyclif Bible 
maintains the impersonal in both the late fourteenth and early fifteenth-century 
versions: “Cum, and be wee inwardly drunke with tetes, and vse wee the coueitid 
clippingis;” “Come thou, be we fillid with tetis; and vse we collyngis that ben 
coueitid” (7:18). 
 
124 Paul Ricoeur, in “Biblical Hermeneutics,” discusses the temporal workings of 
parables, noting that they lend themselves to fresh interpretations and new 
applications precisely because they do not contain any internal historical references 
that would connect them to one particular historical moment. See Paul Ricoeur, 
"Biblical Hermeneutics," Semeia 4 (1975). 
 
125 In this sense, Usk’s parable has much in common with the exemplum as described 
by Larry Scanlon, who says that the “exemplum is used to persuade…[it is] a short 
narrative used to illustrate or confirm a general principle” (32; 33).  For Scanlon, 
speaking an exemplum is an act of narrative authority that works by providing 
subject-positions into which listeners are expected to step: “The exemplum’s 
enactment of authority in fact assumes a process of identification on the part of its 
audience.  That is to say, the exemplum expects the members of its audience to be 
convinced by its sententia precisely because it expects them to put themselves in the 
position of its protagonist, to emulate the protagonist’s moral success and avoid his or 
her moral failure – it persuades by conveying a sense of communal identity with its 
moral lesson” (35). See Larry Scanlon, Narrative, Authority, and Power : The 
Medieval Exemplum and the Chaucerian Tradition, Cambridge Studies in Medieval 
Literature (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
 
126 See Carolyn Dinshaw, Getting Medieval: Sexualities and Communities, Pre- and 
Post-Modern (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1999) 55-56; 64-5. 
The poem at the end of the Twelve Conclusions reads, “The English people bewail the 
crime of Sodom. Paul says that idols are the cause of these ills. The ingrate Giezites, 
born of Simon, rise up, Prelates by name, ready to defend this crime.  You who are 
kings, and whosoever preside over the people, How might you be able to prevent such 
goings-on with force?” “Plangant Anglorumgentes crimen Sodomorum; Paulus fert, 
horum sunt idola causa malorum. Surgunt ingrate Giazitae, Simone nati, Nomine 
praelati, hoc defensare parati.  Qui reges estis, populis quicunque praeestis, Qualiter 
his gestis gladiis prohibere potestis?” These lines appear in Henry Thomas Riley, ed., 
Thomas Walsingham, Annales Ricardi Secundi (London: Longmans, Green, Reader, 
and Dyer, 1866) 182-3. The reply to the poem, appears in Thomas Wright, ed., 
Political Poems and Songs, Volume 2 (London: Longman, Green Longman, and 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Their errors are the cause of the world’s troubles.  They are ingrates, cursed, demon-
born, Whom you, prelates, should be prepared to condemn.  You who are fighters of 
the faith and preside over the people, You cannot withhold fires from their actions;” 
“Gens Lollardorum gens est vilis Sodomorum, Errores eorum sunt in mundo causa 
dolorum.  Hii sunt ingrati, maledicti, daemone nati, Quos vos, praelati, sitis damnare 
parati, Qui pugiles estis fidei populisque praeestis, Non horum gestis ignes prohibere 
potestis.” 
 
127 Genesis 18:20-22. 
 
128 Dinshaw uses the term “rhetorical condensation,” which functions as a “means of 
articulating and controlling a complex polemical field” on p. 59. 
 
129 See, for example, the sermon for the third Sunday in Advent in Gloria Cigman, ed., 
Lollard Sermons (Oxford: Early English Text Society, 1989) 31-44. 
 
130 William Thorpe, "The Testimony of William Thorpe," Two Wycliffite Texts, ed. 
Anne Hudson (Oxford: Early English Text Society, 1993) lines 110-22; 80-5. 
 
131 All references are to Heyworth’s standard edition, P. L. Heyworth, ed., Jack 
Upland, Friar Daw's Reply, and Upland's Rejoinder (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1968). Compare with the Middle English Bible, Matt. 13:26: ‘thei sowen nat, ne 
repyn, neither garden in to bernys,’ in a note by Heyworth, p. 117. 
 
132 Paul Strohm, in tracing the discursive conditions that paved the way for England’s 
first Lollard burning in 1401, discusses the figure of Lollards as tares in the wheat in 
anti-Lollard discourse, corrupting the ‘good seed’ of Christ; see Paul Strohm, "Heretic 
Burning: The Lollard as Menace and Victim," England’s Empty Throne (New Haven, 
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1998).  
 
133 For Usk’s career, including his appointment as under-sheriff, see Strohm, "Politics 
and Poetics,"   88. For Richard’s conflict with the Lords Appellant, see Chris Given-
Wilson, The Royal Household and the King’s Affinity: Service, Politics, and Finance 
in England 1360-1413 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), Nigel Saul, 
Richard Ii (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), Anthony Goodman and James 
Gillespie, Richard Ii: The Art of Kingship (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999). 
 
134 The appellants, in their twenty-sixth article of appeal, name Usk as a “faux and 
malveise person,” and accuse him of making “faux Enditementz & Atteyndres” 
against Northampton and his group.  In the Rotuli Parliamentorum, Volume 3 
(London: 1967-77) 234. 
 





	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
136 To which euel menyng I was a ful helpere & promotour in al that euer I myght & 
koude, wher-for I aske grace & mercy of my lyge lord the kyng, & afterward of the 
mair, & of al the worthy aldermen, & of al the gode comunes of the town, as he that 
wol neuer more trespace a-yeins the town in no degree (165-9). 
 
137 All citations to The Book of Margery Kempe refer to the book, part of the book, 
and line number of Lynn Staley’s edition, Margery Kempe, The Book of Margery 
Kempe, Middle English Texts, ed. Lynn Staley (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Published for 
TEAMS (the Consortium for the Teaching of the Middle Ages) in association with the 
University of Rochester by Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan 
University, 1996). 
 
138 The authorship of The Book of Margery Kempe has been a matter of some 
contention. In 1975, John Hirsch allotted a very active role to Margery Kempe’s 
second scribe, a priest, designating the priest as co-author of the Book; see John 
Hirsch, "Author and Scribe in the Book of Margery Kempe," Medium Aevum 44 
(1975). Others have since presented more nuanced considerations of this question, 
including Lynn Staley, who has argued for a distinct authorial role for Margery 
Kempe, established in part by manipulating the character of Margery Kempe in the 
Book in Lynn Staley, Margery Kempe's Dissenting Fictions (University Park, 
Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State Press, 1994). See also Lynn Staley Johnson, "The 
Trope of the Scribe and the Question of Literary Authority in the Works of Julian of 
Norwich and Margery Kempe," Speculum 66.4 (1991). David Lawton has also argued 
for Margery Kempe’s authority as author of the Book, while pointing out that because 
of the Book’s orality, that authority becomes vested in the spoken within its pages, 
adding that neither the writing nor the voice that appears in the Book is represented as 
consistently Kempe’s. See David Lawton, "Voice, Authority, and Blasphemy in the 
Book of Margery Kempe," Margery Kempe : A Book of Essays, ed. Sandra J. 
McEntire (New York: Garland, 1992) 100-05. For an important consideration of the 
Book as competing discourses, see Felicity Riddy, "Text and Self in the Book of 
Margery Kempe," Voices in Dialogue : Reading Women in the Middle Ages, eds. 
Linda Olson and Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2005). See also David Wallace, "Response to Genelle Gertz-Robinson, 
Stepping into the Pulpit?," Voices in Dialogue : Reading Women in the Middle Ages, 
eds. Linda Olson and Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2005). 
 
139 As discussed in the landmark work by Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars : 
Traditional Religion in England, C.1400-C.1580. See also Roger S. Weick, Painted 
Prayers: The Book of Hours in Medieval and Renaissance Art (New York: George 
Braziller, 1997). 
 
140 For the rise of popular preaching, see H. Leith Spencer, English Preaching in the 
Middle Ages (Oxford; New York: Clarendon Press, 1993). For the mendicant 
movement in England, see Augustus Jessopp, The Coming of the Friars, and Other 
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